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Abstract
Small Certified Public Accountant (CPA) firms are facing a demographic market shift as
baby boomers leave the workforce and are replaced by millennials. Today, small CPA firms rely
on tax services from baby boomers and older clients for the majority of revenue, but millennials
now represent the largest percentage of the workforce. This growing disconnect suggests a
potential issue for small CPA firms. The following research explores the issues and opinions of
millennial-aged tax filers and partners in small CPA firms on compiling and filing individual
federal income tax returns in the United States.
Semi-structured interviews were conducted with both millennial-aged tax filers and
partners in small Certified Public Accountant (CPA) firms in the United States. Interview
responses from each group were analyzed separately to develop unique themes for each group.
The unique group themes were subsequently compared to explore market discontinuities and
then developed into mitigation strategies.

viii

Chapter 1: Introduction
Choosing where or how to prepare a tax return is important, as Soled and Thomas (2017)
mentioned, “metaphorically speaking, tax return preparers and tax return preparation software
are the nation’s fiscal gatekeepers”. Individuals can use a CPA firm to prepare their tax return, a
Mass Market Tax Service or MMTS (brick-and-mortar chain stores such as H & R Block,
Liberty Tax Service, and Jackson Hewitt), or they can prepare the return themselves using
Commercial-Off-the-Shelf-Software (COTS) or through a web based solution delivered as
Software-as-a-Service (SaaS). An example of COTS would be Intuit’s TurboTax, which is a CD
or downloadable software, while SaaS refers to online programs such as TaxAct, TaxSlayer, etc.
Any future mention of MMTS, COTS or SaaS in this project refers to alternative tax solutions
other than a CPA firm. Of course, filing a paper return is still an option as well. In addition,
depending on locations where one may live, the IRS supports a tax assistance program called the
Volunteer Income Tax Assistance (VITA) program. Many universities offer this service,
although the taxpayers that can utilize the service are limited due to the eligibility requirements
of the program, which primarily targets lower income families and more simple returns. Often,
senior centers provide a similar program for elderly individuals who are eligible, normally
sponsored by the American Association of Retired Persons (AARP). While there are various
sponsored programs and options for taxpayers to choose from, the focus of this study is on the
use of small CPA firms and millennials filing their tax returns.
Small CPA firms are defined in the study as those firms who have five or fewer partners
and are not part of a regional or national based practice. In addition, any future mention of the
1

term “firm” or “firms” in this study is referencing the small CPA firm as defined above unless
otherwise noted.
The abundance of technology, specifically tax software and other electronic sources have
created competition for the small CPA tax firms and offered other tax preparation options for
taxpayers. Figure 1 summarizes data from 2011 through 2019, showing the number of individual
tax returns filed, how many returns were e-filed, how many returns were filed by professional
preparers, how many returns were filed by self-preparers, and the number of visits to the IRS
website. The data was obtained from the IRS website (irs.gov) and was collected by reviewing
the first weekly filing season statistic report after each April tax filing season. The IRS provided
preparer information for e-filed returns, with the difference between the total returns filed and
the total returns e-filed believed to be paper returns, with no preparer data provided for those
returns.
Individual returns filed
Total individual returns e-filed
Filed by preparers
Filed by self-preparers
Visits to irs.gov

2019
137,233,000
126,264,000
70,476,000
55,788,000
421,514,000

2018
136,919,000
124,515,000
70,983,000
53,532,000
386,894,562

2017
135,638,000
122,164,000
70,401,000
51,763,000
312,255,666

2016
136,528,000
122,546,000
70,864,000
51,682,000
326,261,102

2015
134,209,000
119,402,000
70,491,000
48,911,000
310,407,523

2014
134,334,000
116,556,000
70,379,000
46,177,000
277,850,439

2013
132,760,000
113,226,000
69,855,000
43,371,000
304,957,832

2012
128,990,000
109,000,000
68,280,000
40,720,000
239,283,037

2011
128,559,000
104,516,000
66,842,000
37,673,000
198,745,670

Figure 1: IRS Filing Statistics Report (Source: IRS.gov, Filing season statistics by year)

The statistics in Figure 1 show a trend affecting how tax returns are prepared and filed.
Since 2011, there has been a seven percent (7%) increase in the overall number of individual tax
returns filed. However, during that same time period, there has been a twenty-one (21%) increase
in the number of individual e-filed returns, for a total increase of approximately 21,748,000 efiled returns. Eighty-three percent (83%) of the increased individual e-filed returns were
prepared by self-preparers, with only seventeen percent (17%) of those returns were prepared by
professional preparers.
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For e-filed returns, professional preparers accounted for sixty-four percent (64%) of e-filed
returns in 2011, but only fifty-six percent (56%) in 2019, for an eight percent (8%) decline. The
number of self-prepared e-filed returns increased by eight percent (8%), as the number grew
from thirty-six percent (36%) in 2011 to forty-four percent (44%) in 2019.
Since 2011, the number of self-prepared returns have increased by forty-eight percent
(48%), and the number of visits to IRS.gov has risen by one hundred twelve percent (112%)
since 2011 as well. The trend shows that many taxpayers are turning to self-prepare options, as
the percentage of self-prepared tax returns have increased while the number of professionally
prepared returns have decreased for e-filed returns. Firms historically have relied on taxation
services, so the reduction of professionally prepared returns could affect the revenue for firms.
“The single largest source of fees for CPA firms of all sizes is tax services - accounting for
nearly 60% of net fees in small firms” (Pryor and Elfrink, 2014). With the majority of fees
stemming from tax services for small firms, investigating the movement in tax preparation is
worth noting.
The movement toward e-filing is consistent with millennial growth in the workforce. The
Pew Research Center, who compiled an analysis of the United States (U.S.) Census Bureau data,
found that millennials are now the largest generation in the U.S. work force and have surpassed
both Baby Boomers and Generations Xers (Fry, 2018). This study defines millennials as people
who are born between 1981 – 1996 (Dimock, 2018). Since millennials now make up the largest
generation of the work force, quality research on their role in tax preparation choices and their
perceptions on small CPA firms is warranted, as the data suggests many millennials prefer to use
self-prepared tax return options (Kirkham, 2016). Most millennials are at the age where they
have the burden to support themselves and/or their families, so they are also responsible for
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completing their tax returns. Since there is a growing number of millennial workers, the more tax
returns are needed to be completed.
The millennial generation has more choices to prepare their tax returns as compared to
generations of the past, specifically due to the technological advancements like the internet and
abundance and ease of use of devices like smartphones, tablets, and computers. Millennials have
grown up with technology and are accustomed to the benefits that technology provides.
Understanding how the millennial population computes their tax returns and how they view the
small CPA firm is a research topic in need of studying. Firms need to understand their future
clients, and adapt to the needs, wants, and behaviors of millennials, or CPA firms may risk losing
a substantial source of revenue and may no longer be able to compete in the market.
Kirkham (2016) shows that millennials plan to prepare their own tax returns, so they are
less likely to use professional preparers. Kirkham (2016) discussed data from a December 2016
survey conducted by GoBankingRates using Google Consumer Surveys. The survey found that
millennials are the most likely group to use an online or digital tax software at 46%, with only
21% utilizing CPA firms (see Figure 2). Figure 2 shows tax preparation choice by age, so the age
range of 25 – 34 years old captures the majority of millennials. A 2016 Harris Poll from
NerdWallet mentioned that only 17% of millennials use tax professionals. According to Barral
(2017), “many millennials don't go to CPAs for tax compliance or advice because they have a
do-it-yourself attitude or because the idea of paying a CPA to prepare their taxes can be
intimidating for them.”

4

Figure 2: Tax Preparation Choice by Age (gobankingrates.com)

“Presently, there are two dominant models for delivering tax services: do-it-yourself
software and in-person CPAs. We believe that the tax industry is not meeting the evolving needs
of the millennial workforce” (Zacke, 2018). The article goes on to state that the tax industry
needs to adapt to the changing needs of their clients, embrace technology, and should move more
toward online services to make it more convenient for the client. Intuit’s TurboTax recently
redesigned its brand to attract younger audiences (Hobeika, 2018).
Noting the disconnects between the millennial and firm group is important to understand
since millennials are the largest working generation (and filing more tax returns), and firms rely
on taxation services for revenue. “Many accountants overlook this generation…..accountants
who start gaining a millennial client base now can look forward to handsome future rewards”
(Kaplan, 2018).

5

Prior research has focused on the future of CPA firms due to electronic accounting and
the use of online and downloadable tax software, and how that changes how firms operate
(Ackerman, 2017; Tysiac and Drew, 2018). Research has also investigated the impact of
millennial age employees working at firms (Bannon, Ford, and Meltzer, 2011; Cozewith, 2012;
Niemotko, 2016). There is little to no research specifically about the millennial generation,
regarding their preferences and opinions on tax preparation methods, their awareness of other tax
preparation options, and their opinions about using a CPA firm.
Investigating the millennial’s opinions and preferences about tax preparation clarifies
why they make their tax preparation choice. In addition, it may assist firms in tailoring their
services to attract the millennial generation as clients. The lack of focus by firms on the younger
generation clients have led to the following research questions to be addressed in this study.
1. RQ1: What opinions and behaviors do millennials have regarding tax preparation?
2. RQ2: What opinions do millennials have regarding the small CPA firm?
3. RQ3: What knowledge do millennials have on tax preparation options?
4. RQ4: What trends are firms experiencing regarding clients and tax preparation?
5. RQ5: What strategies do firms have or plan to incorporate to attract millennial clients?

6

Chapter 2: Literature Review
Small CPA Firms
CPAs and the CPA profession are often defined as some of the most trustworthy
individuals and profession. “Among investors, employees, shareholders, and the general public,
the CPA brand is still the most trusted financial professional brand in America” (Kravitz, 2012).
“Amid the technological and demographic shifts, one constant remains: Trust is the hallmark of
the accounting profession” (Intuit, 2011).
CPA firms have built a business model based on providing high quality service to
distinguish themselves from other competitors. “A business is defined by the value it creates for
its customers” (Baker, 2009). Firms must continue to model their business based on the quality
of work completed and the level of professionalism that CPAs and firms bring to the table. “I
believe that quality comes first; your reputation should be based on your quality of work, not on
whether it is the quickest or cheapest work” (Meinberg, 2012). COTS and SaaS can be cheaper
than firms, but firms can provide tax advice and strategies that an online tool cannot.
Competition for firms has steadily increased due to the rise of COTS and SaaS,
abundance of MMTS stores, and other CPA firms. Since this project investigates trends that CPA
firms are currently dealing with, noting the change in tax preparation methods over the years is a
topic worth researching. The number of self-prepared returns has increased tremendously over
the past decade, as noted in the IRS weekly filing season statistics reports available at irs.gov,
also summarized in Figure 1.
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Due to the increased shift in self-prepared tax returns, examining how heavily firms rely
on taxation services for revenues is worth noting. The revenue stream for taxation services has
not changed much over the years as shown in the table below:
Table 1: Taxation Services Revenues
Author(s)
Woehlke, 1998

Model
“Taxation services at firms can make up
anywhere from 40% to 80% of the firm’s
revenues.”
“The single largest source of fees for CPA
firms of all sizes is tax services - accounting
for nearly 60% of net fees in small firms.”
“57.3% of gross income comes from taxreturn preparation.”

Pryor and Elfrink, 2014

CPA Practice Advisor, 2017

After reviewing how much the firms rely on taxation revenue, noting what other services
they provide led to noticing certain trends in the practices. Clients now want more services at
lower prices, and firms are certainly feeling the pressure. Intuit (2011) mentioned in their
prediction for 2020 that many accountants will do more consulting and advising and will spend
less time on “nuts-and-bolts functions”, which they described as computing numbers and
preparing taxes. In addition, Tysiac and Drew (2018), who cited a March 2018 global survey of
one thousand accountants by Sage, mentioned, “83% of the firm’s clients are already asking for
more services and 42% of clients expect their accountant to provide business advisory services,
over and above accounting, compliance, and tax services.” It appears that Intuit’s prediction of
providing more consulting and advising came true. Personal property tax returns, payroll,
withholdings, auditing, and consulting on tax-related and financial-related issues, while building
rapport with clients, are other services that firms may provide. Firms may also offer such
services as CFO (Chief Financial Officer) services, QuickBooks training, cash management, and
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strategic planning. The following table summarizes trends that the CPA firms have experienced
as reported in prior literature.
Table 2: CPA Firm Trends
Author(s)
Tysiac and Drew, 2018, citing a March 2018
global survey of 1,000 accountants by Sage

CPA Trends
“83% of the firm’s clients are already asking for
more services and 42% of clients expect their
accountant to provide business advisory services,
over and above accounting, compliance, and tax
services.”
“We are spending less time providing traditional
transactional services and more time delivering
advisory services like tax planning, business
insights, big data analysis, and regulatory
compliance”.
“Firms adding niches such as wealth management,
IT consulting, HR, cybersecurity, litigation
support, and valuation should help to offset the
loss of revenue that technology will bring to many
traditional accounting tasks in the future.”
“Firms in the near future that count on accounting,
tax, and audit as their sole sources of revenue will
be much more challenged than firms that add
consulting niches to their practice.”
“An increased intensity of competition, coupled
with a serious shortage of talent and its impact on
salaries, has placed greater pressure on firm profit
margins.”
71.5% of owners, principals, or partners of a CPA
firm indicated that they do not have succession
plans in place.

Hays et. al., 2018

Sinkin et. al., 2018

Sinkin et. al., 2018

Henry and Hicks, 2015

Mondry, 2016

61% of CPA partners are over 50 years of age,
and that 75% of CPA partners will retire in the
next 15 years.

With the trend showing that firms are offering other services, such as consulting, it is
more apparent that the traditional CPA firm model is shifting. With the shift in the firm’s
business model, that led the researcher to look at the rise of technology and how that has affected
their business. Bill Gates (1995), in talking about the rise of technology in his book, The Road
Ahead, stated, “Industry after industry will be changed, and change is unsettling. Some
middlemen who handle information or product distribution will find they no longer add value
9

and change fields, whereas others will rise to the competitive challenge”. Firms must decide if
they want to evolve, as the technological advances only get more and more advanced.
Technology has disrupted many industries, and tax preparation is not immune to the changes.
The increase in competition and technology is becoming more evident, as summarized in the
following table:
Table 3: Technology and Firms
Author(s)
Kordecki, Bullen, and Capener, 2016

Ackerman, 2018

Woehlke, 1995

Ackerman, 2018

Ackerman, 2017
Hewitt, 2019

Ricketts, n. d.

Rise of Technology
“The public accounting profession is changing.
Technology is becoming increasingly inherent in
all work.”
“CPAs must differentiate themselves from
machines, and the way to do that is through client
service.”
“Commercial preparers, certified tax return
preparers, and cheap tax software are ganging up
on the CPA tax practitioner.”
“Making client satisfaction a CPA firm's north
star is imperative for the long-term success of any
firm; otherwise, the firm becomes a commodity
proposition in competition with TurboTax and
artificial intelligence, which soon will be able to
do tax returns faster and better than any small
CPA firm can.”
“CPAs cannot win a fight against TurboTax.”
“Advances in technology and
changing client expectations are leading many
younger accountants to change how they do
business, leaving many traditional firms behind.”
“Older firms have a harder time adjusting to
technology, but I think the ones that do are more
successful, especially with cloud-based software
and automation. Everything should be online.
Everything should be electronic.”
“I think data entry could all be eliminated.”
“I think the firms that aren’t willing to change are
going to start losing clients to the firms that are
changing and adopting new technology.”
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Technology is at the forefront of most every industry, but when looking into the how
firms have evolved, the operations and business model of firms is similar to what is always has
been. “The CPA office of “yesterday” was comparatively devoid of technology, relying on
extensive labor, pencil pushing, manual spreadsheets, and green-bar printouts” (Kordecki,
Bullen, and Capener, 2016). Prior to technology, firms had less competition filing tax returns,
other than individuals computing their returns themselves by hand. Although technology has
become increasingly a part of the world, firms seem to be stuck in the mindset of doing what
they have always done. The literature search found the following comments regarding how firms
currently operate.
Table 4: CPA Firm Operations
Author(s)
Ackerman, 2017

Baker, 2008
Vien, 2015

Tysiac and Drew, 2018
Kess, 2015
Hood, 2000

Operations
“The world is changing. The CPA profession is
not, or at least it is changing far slower than the
accounting profession as a whole. Sometimes it
feels like the profession is stuck in the middle of
the 20th century, still functioning in a bubble and
believing it has no competition from any outside
sources.”
“The reigning paradigm of how to manage a CPA
firm hasn't changed for more than a half-century.”
“For decades, the marketing strategies of many
CPA firms have revolved around tried-and-true
elements such as obtaining referrals, making the
most of an office's physical location, and
promoting practitioners' skills through community
involvement.”
“The future is now, and the time to start preparing
and implementing is here.”
“In short, the good old days are gone. It’s time for
CPAs to adjust and evolve as professionals.”
“The marketplace is demanding one-stop
shopping and asking for a strategic quarterback to
help them deal with a changing and complex
world”.
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Noticing a complacency in firms and that the CPA profession seems slow to adapt to
changes, that navigated the researcher to investigate firms and how they attract clients. Another
issue facing firms, as with all public relational businesses, is building and maintaining clients.
Without clients, firms do not exist. Biery (2017) mentioned, “Building relationships and
providing clients with services above-and-beyond the minimum requirements is what keeps them
coming back year after year.” Keeping clients happy and providing them with the information
they require is part of the job. With increased competition from other firms, MMTS stores, and
now electronic competitors, maintaining and growing a client list can be a challenge. Lovett,
Peres, and Shachar (2013) found that firms (all companies in this context) who engage with their
clients, build relationships with those clients, and create value with those customers could be
rewarding to the firm.
The next generation of clients for firms are the millennials, and it is important for firms to
know what millennials are thinking, how they plan to prepare their taxes, and what they think of
the traditional CPA firm model. It is logical that millennials, and all taxpayers for that matter,
need to take into consideration what is valuable to them when making a purchase decision,
especially one as important as taxes. The following list shows remarks about millennials and
how they fit in with firms.
Table 5: CPA Comments on Millennials
Author(s)
2016 Harris Poll survey conducted on behalf of
NerdWallet
Benson, 2015

Millennials
80% of millennials worry about not preparing
their taxes correctly
“Another aspect of that future that should be
considered is how we deal with the next
generation of clients, many of whom are members
of the millennial generation. They often want a
different kind of relationship with their advisors,
and the profession needs to understand how to
provide that.”
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Table 5 (Continued)
Kirchenbauer and Jones, 2018

Intuit, 2011

Zaydon, 2016

Barral, 2017

Blumer, n. d.

Phillips, 2017

“We believe the key to being successful with this
demographic group (millennials) is to deliver a
simpliﬁed, technology-enabled, educationfocused, valuable offering that ﬁts the needs of the
client, rather than just trying to replicate the same
experience our older clients receive.”
“Competition will increase. Time will be at a
premium. Potential clients will be tempted to turn
to online information sources. As a result,
traditional marketing methods will not be enough.
Accounting firms need to embrace new ways to
reach prospects and to serve and support existing
clients.”
“Growth is the key to profitability and innovation,
both of which are the fuel to the accounting
industry's sustainable future - a future that will be
driven by the millennial generation.”
“The CPA must be cognizant of how the concerns
of younger taxpayers differ from those of their
older clients.”
“They (millennials) are more willing to embrace
change and innovation than previous generations,
which results in enabling industries using
outdated technology to use emerging technologies
to facilitate business growth."
“Although not yet the most profitable
demographic, millennial business owners are one
sector advisers need to target now. Failure to do
so could become a costly mistake later.”

Llopis (2014) summarized the situation noting that CPA firms cannot compete with the
price, convenience, and immediate results that COTS and SaaS can provide, so firms must use
other values and methods to attract and retain customers. The small CPA firm is being squeezed
tightly by competition, so it is time for the firms to decide how to compete in a flooded market.
Dealing with rising costs and increased competition, while also keeping prices low and
remaining competitive is a difficult juggling act. Increasing client demands and increasing
competition, along with other internal and external factors, affect the success of firms. While
attempting to stay afloat and grasping to retain and recruit clients, the firm must do so without
comprising quality of the services they provide. There has been much research on how
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millennials fit in the workplace of firms, but not necessarily as clients of firms. This project
looks to fill the gaps as there is little to no research specifically on identifying disconnects
between firms and millennial clients.

Millennials
The future of the small CPA firms could very well rest in the hands of millennials.
Millennials, now the largest working generation (Fry, 2018), could shape the face and the future
of firms, as their numbers have steadily risen in the U. S. workforce. This research project looks
at how millennials choose to prepare their tax returns and why they choose a particular method,
along with offering their opinions regarding firms. This section explores millennials preferences
and behaviors on tax preparation and firms. Figure 3 below describes common millennial
characteristics.

Figure 3: Millennial Characteristics (Kuhl, whymillennialsmatter.com)

With the introduction of smartphones and the modern convenience of technology,
millennials have grown accustomed to immediate results and satisfaction. “The Internet and
social media have had a great impact on business operations and marketing. For the millennials,

14

however, these technologies have always been the norm. Business may have to conform to their
views, instead of the other way around” (Niemotko, 2016).
Millennials are the technological generation age, and they have usually had instant access
to information. The technological boom has created an environment where data is instantaneous,
so much that just about everyone now has a cell phone/computer/navigation system/camera in
his or her pocket at all times. The instant gratification that technology provides is a blessing and
a curse at the same time. It is great when one needs to find out information or directions, but it
spoils some to the point where they do not have as much patience as they once did (McCartney,
n. d.; Taubenfeld, 2017). Specifically, for tax preparation, why would someone want to wait two
or three weeks before they know if there are getting a tax refund or if they owe, when they can
now get instantaneous results? This information led the researcher to look into how connected
millennials are with technology.
Because of technology and instantaneous gratification, millennial behaviors and
preferences are much different from prior generations. Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, Snapchat,
and other social media outlets are of upmost importance to the millennial generation, as they use
these channels to read news articles (Singh, 2017), influence shopping behaviors (Hall and
Towers, 2017), and interact with friends. In fact, “five out of six millennials in the U.S. connect
with companies on social media networks” (Tjarks, 2018). The table below provides some
insight on what other researchers have stated about millennials regarding technology and social
media.
While technology has certainly been at the forefront of the millennial generation, other
characteristics have defined the generation, which drove the researcher into investigating other
stereotypes and characteristics that millennials are normally labeled with.
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Table 6: Millennials and Technology
Author(s)
Intuit, 2011

McGlynn, 2010

Palfrey, 2008

Robinson and Stubberud, 2012

Llorens, 2009

Taylor, 2012

Ellison, Steinfeld, and Lampe, 2007
Martin, 2015
Junker, Walcher, & Blazek, 2016
CBRE Research, 2016

Technologically connected
“Tech-oriented Gen Y clients will expect to
interact with their accounting professionals
digitally, using online and self-serve customer
support in addition to traditional methods.”
“Clients will expect real-time support that is
delivered when, where and how they want it.”
“The biggest distinguishing feature for the
millennial generation is its relationship to
technology and social media.”
“One of the main reasons why millennials use
social media is to fulfill the need to interact with
others.”
“Millennials want to be connected to their social
networks almost constantly, even when they are in
situations, where their attention is expected to be
focused on something else.”
“Utilizing the internet as the main source of
communication enables the millennial generation
to feel connected.”
“The need to see what others are posting and
doing creates a noisy, media-driven environment
which confuses the millennial generation in
regard to what is truly important versus the
information that is not.”
“Their “need for popularity” can predict
information disclosure on Facebook”.
Rely on peer social networks to make purchasing
decision
Engage with brands through social networks
Use online tools to research products

Millennials also grew up in the “everyone gets a trophy” movement, so self-esteem is
another popular issue with millennials (Tulgan, 2016). Participation trophies became popular
when the millennial age was growing up; so many millennials need to feel like a winner in all
that they do as they have been overprotected by their parents. The millennials need that constant
pat on the back for doing routine things or even things that are common amongst all individuals.
Behrens (2009), Cahill and Sedrak (2012), and Tulgan (2016) used the term “helicopter
parenting” to describe millennial upbringings.
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Entitled is a term that has been applied to the millennial generation by many. In a study
of university students, Greenberger et al. (2008) found that millennials felt a sense of entitlement
to good grades, which did not correlate with their academic ability. Erickson (2009) found that
millennials wondered why they have not received a pay raise or promotion after working for six
months. “This ‘impatient to succeed’ attitude has resulted in an expectation for instant rewards
rather than ‘paying dues,’ which the Gen Xers have had to endure” (Ng, Schweitzer, & Lyons,
2010). Gilbert (2011) stated, “millennials want to know that they've done a good job, and they
want to know now”.
Hess (2019) claims that recent college graduates, which would be the tail end of the
millennial generation in this study, expect to earn $60,000 as their starting salary for their first
job. The data that Hess references are results from a LendEdu survey of 7,000 college students
across nearly 1,000 colleges and universities. While they expect to earn $60,000, Payscale
estimates they earn $48,400 (Hess, 2019). Once they land a job, millennials expect promotions
very quickly. If millennials do not receive what they feel they are entitled to, they move on
elsewhere and find a different job. Millennials want promotions, but want them with putting in
minimal effort, therefore backing the entitlement claim that can be attributed to the pampering
from their parents (Twenge, 2007). Technology and instant information accessibility have
created impatience and instant demands, as evidenced by these prior studies. The following table
shows some of the characteristics that millennials have commonly been labeled with.
Table 7: Millennial Characteristics
Author(s)
Boodman, 2018
Gilbert, 2011

Millennial characteristics
“They want convenience, fast service,
connectivity, and price transparency.”
“Millennials are well educated, skilled in
technology, very self-confident, and have plenty
of energy.”
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Table 7 (Continued)
Robinson and Stubberud, 2012 referencing a 2009
Deloitte article
Robinson and Stubberud, 2012

Deal, Altman, & Rogelberg, 2010

Junaid and Nasreen, 2012
Greenberger et al., 2008
Erickson, 2009
Ng, Schweitzer, & Lyons, 2010
Gilbert, 2011
Twenge, 2007
Gilbert, 2011

“Millennials view time as a precious resource that
should be used to its fullest.”
“Many millennials have become so accustomed to
high levels of activity and engagement that they
feel bored if they do not feel a great deal of
involvement in the activity or discussion at hand.”
“Research shows that millennials rank higher in
self-esteem and assertiveness when compared to
previous generations at that same age.”
“Millennials are in need of constant and steady
motivation.”
Entitled

“Very self-confident” and that “they have high
expectations for themselves.”

Millennials do tend to value social responsibility and include that in their decisionmaking, whether it be at accepting a job or purchasing products or services (Ng, Schweitzer, &
Lyons, 2010). Millennials also prefer to work in a collegial environment, as they prefer to work
closely with and learn from their coworkers, with the hopes of forming friendships (Corporate
Leadership Council, 2005). Feeling accepted and wanting a connection with their coworkers is
something that they value in a work environment. They do not just want to be cordial at work;
they want those work relationships to become friendships outside of work as well (Corporate
Leadership Council, 2005). If they do not feel accepted, millennials move on to other jobs where
they can build relationships, as they need the sense of security of fitting in (Ng, Schweitzer, &
Lyons, 2010).
The millennial generation is said to be more loyal to family, friends, communities, coworkers, and themselves as opposed to the company they work for (Hira, 2007). Loyalty also
extends to purchasing their products, as they tend to be more loyal to those companies that treat
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them well and make them feel special. It all goes back to their upbringing, where they must
always feel that they are special and need that self-esteem boost.
“We expect that few would want to spend their whole career with the same employer,
and many would ‘jump ship’ several times over the course of their careers in search of
meaningful work, prioritizing lifestyle choices, and choosing employers with values more
congruent to their own” (Ng, Schweitzer, & Lyons, 2010). They feel entitled to receive
promotions and raises much quicker than past generations (Jenkins, 2017). Although they value
the relationships they build with their coworkers, they tend to bounce around from company to
company until they find the perfect fit.
When it comes to their personal lives, millennials tend to place increased emphasis in this
area (Gilbert, 2011; McGlynn, 2010; Smith and Nichols, 2015). Many millennials grew up in
broken homes where their parents ended up in divorce, so they tend to value family time more,
so they do not fall victim to the same fate as their parents (Steverman, 2018). Many millennials
also saw their parents work long hours, which caused a strain on family time (Steverman, 2018).
Millennials want to make sure they spend as much time with their family as possible and are
willing to make sacrifices to do so (Bannon, Ford, and Meltzer, 2011).
Table 8: Millennial Preferences
Author(s)
PriceWaterhouseCoopers, 2008
Cone and AMP Agency, 2006

Ng, Schweitzer, & Lyons, 2010
Rahman, 2015
QuickFee, 2017
Smith and Nichols, 2015
Bannon, Ford, and Meltzer, 2011
Gilbert, 2011
McGlynn, 2010

Millennial Preferences
88% of millennials intend to search for jobs at
companies whose values are similar to theirs
74% of millennials are willing to switch products
if a similar product was associated with a cause,
assuming it was equal in price and quality
Social responsibility / social benefits

Millennials tend to focus more on family and
desire a better work/life balance.
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Table 8 (Continued)
Ordun, 2015
Rahman, 2015
Satinover, Raska, & Flint, 2015
Bilgihan, 2016
Lissita & Kol, 2016
Gilbert, 2011

Loyal to brands they trust
They prefer innovative advertising
Expect to be treated well by merchants and are
satisfied with commitment, sincerity, mutual
respect, and trust
Focus more on quality rather than price
Millennials prefer to work in teams as opposed to
working as an individual.

After looking at what millennials prefer, understanding how they feel about taxes and tax
preparation allows the project the fill the gaps in the literature and to address the research
questions at hand. When it comes down to preparing taxes, the millennial generation has more
choices to prepare their tax returns as compared to generations of the past, specifically due to the
technological advancements. The abundance of tax software and other electronic sources have
created competition for the CPA tax firms, so the millennial generation could play a major role
in shaping the future of the small CPA firm. COTS and MMRP software provide instant
information, which is what the millennials have grown accustomed to, and expect. The following
table provides insight on millennials and their taxes.
Table 9: Millennials and Taxes
Author(s)
Barral, 2017
Kline, 2018

Monreal, 2016
Reed, 2018

Millennials and Taxes
“Millennials need help with tax compliance and
planning”
60% of millennials worry that they will make a
mistake on their return
85% claim they will file their taxes by the end of
February, while those who procrastinate do so
because they do not enjoy taxes
80% are fearful of some aspect of preparing taxes
They fear their taxes
Common mistakes: forget to file, pay too much
for tax prep, miss deductions/credits/refunds, not
disclosing all income, & failing to file in all states
if they have moved

20

Table 9 (Continued)
Jones, n. d.

Schmall, 2018

“This group of young professionals now make up
the largest potential customer base and will likely
make up the bulk of your client base in the
coming years”
Unaware of self-employment tax laws, may claim
double credits, less likely to receive IRS notices,
& easy to market to via social media
66% of millennials are unaware when taxes are
due
Half of millennials have experienced stress or lost
sleep over filing taxes
82% believe filing taxes is at least somewhat
complicated, while 21% claim very complicated

Olya, 2019

70% worry about making mistake, but 61% still
file taxes completely on their own
38% of millennials plan to use refund to pay off
debt
26% do not think they will get a refund
Average millennial refund amount is $2,565

Mondry, 2016

20% of millennials did not plan on filing a return
in 2018
“Millennials are very value driven consumers —
you won’t find them in big box stores — they’ll
drive further, wait longer, and pay more for a
product or service that supports their values. To
them, the extra investment of time or money is
well worth it.”

This project fills the gap regarding millennial opinions and behaviors for tax preparation,
and their issues and opinions on firms. There is little to no research specifically on attempts to
bridge the gap between millennials and firms from a client perspective, as most research has
been conducted on millennials as employees of firms.
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Chapter 3: Method
Introduction
This qualitative research project utilized a semi-structured interview method approach to
collecting data. The focus of this study identifies themes and motives that millennials have on tax
preparation choices and the small CPA firm. While the study focused on the issues and opinions
that millennials have on tax preparation and firms, this study also interviewed partners at small
CPA firms to analyze their perspective on the perceived tax preparation choices of millennials,
and how it may affect their business. Pilot interviews were utilized to test the semi-structured
interview questions and to make sure they answered the research questions. The interviews with
the millennial generation assessed the decision-making process when it came to choose how to
prepare a tax return and why millennials chose their tax preparation choice. The millennial
interviews also addressed the millennial’s perceptions about the small CPA firm. The interviews
with the partners at the small CPA firms concentrated on their current business model, current
clients, how they market to clients, and how they plan to address the millennial age clientele.
After completion of the interviews, which were audio recorded and transcribed, the interviews
were coded using open, axial, and selective coding, which allowed for emergent themes to arise
(Creswell & Poth, 2018). A subsequent analysis leveraged the data and compared responses
between the millennials and firms to investigate alignment between the two groups.
Pilot Study
A pilot study of the semi-structured interviews took place with two CPA partner
participants and three millennial participants. The firms for the pilot study were chosen from a
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list of small firms and partner contacts provided by a retired faculty member from the
researcher’s university. The researcher called the pilot partners from the provided list to set up a
time to meet in their office to conduct the interviews. The researcher contacted five partners, and
only two of those five partners were willing to participate in the pilot study. One of the five
partners was not available at the time of the pilot study but did volunteer to participate in the
research project once the actual interviews began. Both interviews with the CPA partners
occurred in their offices. The researcher chose the millennial participants for the pilot study by
utilizing convenience sampling. Two of the three pilot millennial participants were volunteers
from the researcher’s university. The third pilot millennial participant was a past co-worker of
the researcher who owns a small business. The interviews of the two volunteers from the
researcher’s university were conducted in person at the researcher’s office, while the third
interview with the past co-worker was conducted over the telephone due to scheduling conflicts.
The pilot semi-structured interview questions were developed with the intent to answer the
research questions at hand, and after multiple rounds of feedback and suggestions from the
researcher’s dissertation co-chairs, a completed set of semi-structured questions to use during the
interviews were finalized.
The purpose of the pilot study was to test and evaluate the semi-structured interview
questions. During each pilot interview, the list of questions for each group were modified to
better address the research question. The semi-structured interview script was finalized after
concluding the pilot study with the three millennial participants and the two CPA partner
participants. The interviews of the participants from the pilot study were not included in the
results of this research project.
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Study
Data was collected from interviewing twelve CPA firm partners and fifteen millennial
participants. The original plan was to interview fifteen CPA partners, but saturation occurred
prior to the completion of the fifteen CPA partner participants. Consistent with Corbin & Strauss
(1990) the interviews were stopped after saturation. A concerted effort was made to try to
schedule all interviews in person, but due to scheduling conflicts, four of the CPA interviews and
four of the millennial interviews were conducted over the telephone. Each interview was audio
recorded and transcribed. The researcher used “rev.com” for transcribing the interviews. The
researcher also took notes during the interview to highlight statements made by the participant,
and to notate shifts in body language or facial expressions when answering questions. By
utilizing the grounded theory method approach, a semi-structured interview with open-ended
questions was used which allowed emergent themes to arise during the interview (Creswell and
Poth, 2018).
CPA Partners
The first phase of collecting data was to interview partners at small CPA firms to gather
their insight on millennial clients and explore their experiences and current business activities.
The interviews with the CPA partner participants took place between January 22, 2019 and
February 26, 2019. Each CPA partner interview lasted between 16 and 33 minutes. The original
plan was to interview fifteen CPA partners, but saturation occurred prior to the completion of the
fifteen CPA partner participants. Consistent with Corbin & Strauss (1990), the interviews
stopped after saturation of the twelfth interview. Eight of the twelve CPA partner interviews
were conducted face-to-face, while the other four were conducted over the telephone due to
participant availability, location, and scheduling conflicts. Each interview was audio recorded by
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the interviewer and transcribed using the interview transcription service “rev.com”. A list was
obtained from a retired, accounting faculty member at the researcher’s university, which
contained contact information for firms and partners in and around the metro Atlanta area. The
participants were contacted from that list in alphabetical order based on firm name and asked to
participate in the study. The CPA partners were selected based on their willingness to participate.
No bias was made to target certain participants, as time and availability played a major issue for
many participants. The research project began in January, just as tax season was ramping up for
the partners and firms. Since the interviews took place during tax season, the participation rate
was likely impacted.
The researcher contacted 23 partners, with 12 partners agreeing to participate, yielding a
participation rate of 52%. Of the eleven partners that did not participate, five stated they would
have participated if it was not tax season, two responded that they were not interested, and the
other four did not respond. Reasonable attempts were made to provide the CPA participants the
list of questions in advance of the interview. While the questions were provided in advance to all
participants, four of the twelve partners admitted to not reviewing the questions before the
interview. As mentioned, this research study utilized partners at small CPA firms who had direct,
decision-making authority regarding the current and future direction of the firm, verified through
conversation with the participants.
Before starting the interview, the CPA participants were provided a copy of the consent
form and semi-structured interview questions. The researcher explained the contents of the
consent form and allowed the participants to ask any questions and obtain any clarification
before the interview began. Once the participant agreed to participate, the participant and the
researcher signed the consent form before the interview began. The interviews began with the

25

CPA partner participants answering the open-ended semi-structured interview questions. The
structure allowed the respondents to elaborate on answers to uncover themes and clarify during
dialogue. Depending on how the questions were answered, follow-up question(s) was asked to
delve further into the topic.
The CPA partner group answered the semi-structured interview questions which ranged
from asking about their average client age, how much they charged for individual returns, how
many returns they complete each year, competition from COTS and MMRP tax software, ways
to attract new clients, and what their anticipated business model would be in the future. The data
provided by partners at the firms were reliable sources of firsthand data, as the partners
confirmed they were decision makers within the firm.
Millennials
The second phase of data collection was interviewing millennials. The millennial
participants were those individuals born between 1981 – 1996 (Dimock, 2018) for the purpose of
this study. The millennial participants came from the student population of Clayton State
University in Morrow, Georgia. Clayton State University has a student population of
approximately 7,000 students and is located fifteen miles south of Atlanta, Georgia. While the
participants did come from a university, this particular university has an average student age of
twenty-nine years of age, which falls close to the middle of the millennial age range. The
researcher went to the University Center on the campus of Clayton State University on a
Wednesday during lunchtime, and asked individuals to participate as they passed by. No bias
was made to include certain participants, so gender, race, major, career, etc. did not influence
choosing participants. However, the participants did have to meet the minimum requirements,
which were that they currently had a job and must have filed a tax return in their name in the
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past. The researcher excluded those without jobs and those who have not prepared a tax return on
their own before, as the researcher wanted to interview those who have been through the process
of filing a return. The researcher used the grounded theory approach, which calls for participants
in the study to have experienced the process (Straus and Corbin, 1998).
The interviews with the millennial participants took place between February 18, 2019 and
March 7, 2019. Each millennial interview lasted between 14 and 29 minutes. Eleven of the
fifteen millennial interviews were conducted face-to-face, while the other four were conducted
over the telephone due to participant availability, location, and scheduling conflicts. Each
interview was audio recorded by the interviewer and transcribed using rev.com. Each participant
was screened for having a job and had filed a tax return on their own prior to being interviewed.
Reasonable accommodations were attempted to provide the participants with the list of the semistructured interview questions before the interview took place. While nine of the participants set
an appointment later to conduct the interview, the other six participants requested to conduct the
interview at the initial point of contact, so those six participants did not review the questions in
advance of the interview.
Before starting the interview, the millennial participants were provided a copy of the
consent form. The researcher explained the contents of the consent form and allowed the
participants to ask any questions and obtain any clarification before the interview began. Once
the participant agreed to participate, the participant and the researcher signed the consent form
before the interview began. The interviews began with the participants answering the openended semi-structured interview questions, which addressed questions about their level of
perceptions about small CPA firms, and what choices they made about choosing a tax preparer,
whether it was a firm or if they chose to prepare their own tax return. The questions were semi-
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structured to allow the participants to elaborate to uncover themes during dialogue. When
needed, the researcher asked follow-up questions to further explore the topic and provide the
respondent the opportunity to elaborate.
Subsequent to interviewing both the groups and developing the themes within the groups,
between-group differences were noted to identify disconnects between the millennial group and
the CPA partners.

Data Analysis
To analyze the data collected during the interview process, the researcher used the coding
approach as described by Creswell and Poth (2018) for grounded theory qualitative research.
This method involves a multi-round approach to code interviews. Creswell and Poth (2018)
describe a zigzag process for collecting data, which includes analyzing the data after each
interview. Their description states that one would conduct an interview, analyze the data, then
conduct another interview, analyze that data, and so forth. This process was reiterated until
saturation occurred. The researcher also applied the constant comparison method, as described
by Creswell and Poth (2018). The constant comparison method took the information collected
and compared it to the emerging categories. After each interview was transcribed and reviewed,
the researcher compared the results to the prior interviews and looked for similarities and
common concepts between the interviews.
The researcher began the coding process with open coding, followed by axial coding, and
finally selective coding (Creswell and Poth, 2018). As each interview was completed, the
researcher went through each interview separately to identify codes and note strong quotes and
statements related to those codes. These open codes allowed the researcher to identify initial
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concepts, and codes from each interview were compared to the other interviews to see if there
were matching codes across all interviews. Once the open codes were noted, a table of the open
codes was created to include interviewee statements that pertain to the open codes. The open
codes were refined throughout the process where the researcher added, deleted, and refined the
coding categories. This led the researcher to the next step in the process, which is axial coding.
Axial coding allowed the researcher to link the concepts into categories. The axial coding
process allowed the researcher to identify emerging ideas, which established the baseline for core
categories. As identified by Strauss and Corbin (1990), the researcher took an open coding
category and created different categories around the core phenomenon. These categories relate to
the core phenomenon and led the researcher to the next and final phase of coding, which is
selective coding.
The final phase of the coding process was selective coding, where the researcher formally
applied the relationships into theoretical frameworks and identified the themes found in the
coding of the interviews. The researcher looked for patterns and similar responses within those
themes, and when similar results were noted, the researcher provided verbatim responses of what
the participants have experienced and grouped the statements from the interviewees together
within each theme. Once that step was complete, the researcher explained the results of the
interviews from the firm and millennial perspective, as well as comparing the results of the
interviews from the two groups where the researcher looked for incompatibilities between the
two groups.
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Chapter 4: Results
The data analysis of the interviews shed significant light on the research questions and
created insights on millennial perspectives and their opinions on small CPA firms. This chapter
begins by first reviewing the results of the firm interviews, followed by the results of the
millennial interviews.

Small CPA Firms
Sixty-seven percent (67%) of firms rely on tax services and label tax services as very
important and the driving force to get business.
Table 10: Importance of Tax Services to Firms
Importance of tax services

CPA 1 CPA 2 CPA 3 CPA 4 CPA 5 CPA 6 CPA 7 CPA 8 CPA 9 CPA 10 CPA 11 CPA 12

Very important
Hard to say because we bundle
Driving force to get clients
Focused on small businesses

X

X

X

X

X
X

X

X

X
X
X

X

X

X
X

X

X

Eight partners (67%) claim taxation services accounts for forty-five percent (45%) or
more of the firm’s revenues.
Table 11: Firms Revenues from Taxation Services
Percent of revenues from taxation

CPA 1 CPA 2 CPA 3 CPA 4 CPA 5 CPA 6 CPA 7 CPA 8 CPA 9 CPA 10 CPA 11 CPA 12
45%
50%
60%
80% X

X

X

X
X
X

60-70%
Hard to say, Bundled
No answer provided

X
X
X
X

30

X
X

Forty-two percent of partners claimed individual taxation revenues ranged from twenty
percent (20%) to fifty percent (50%) of the firm’s revenue. Thirty-three percent (33%) claimed
that they bundle services so it hard to separate. Twenty-five percent (25%) did not provide an
answer.
Table 12: Firm Revenues from Individual Taxation Services
Percent of revenues from individual taxation CPA 1 CPA 2 CPA 3 CPA 4 CPA 5 CPA 6 CPA 7 CPA 8 CPA 9 CPA 10 CPA 11 CPA 12
20%
25%
35%
Hard to separate / Bundled
Half Business & Half Individual
No answer provided

X

X
X
X

X

X

X

X
X

X

X

X

The types of services offered by firms other than taxation services are small business
planning, QuickBooks training, consulting, financial statement preparation, and business
leadership training, among other listed below. Consulting was mentioned by sixty-seven (67%)
of partners.
Table 13: CPA Firm Services Offered
Services Offered

CPA 1 CPA 2 CPA 3 CPA 4 CPA 5 CPA 6 CPA 7 CPA 8 CPA 9 CPA 10 CPA 11 CPA 12

Tax Returns (individual & Business)
Quikbooks
Small Business Planning
Payroll
Financial Statements
Consulting
Accounting Services
Bookkeeping
Audit
Reviews
Compilations
Forensic
Construction contractors
CFO / Leadership
Bundle services

X
X
X

X
X
X
X
X
X
X

X
X
X
X
X
X

X

X

X
X
X

X

X

X

X

X

X
X

X
X
X
X

X

X

X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X

X
X
X
X

X

X

X
X

X
X

X
X
X

X
X

X
X

Four (33%) of the firms mentioned that the combination of business and individual
taxation was their highest revenue generator, three (25%) of the firms mentioned business
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taxation, and the other five (42%) mentioned some sort of bundled services, whether it was
financial statements and / or accounting services as their leading revenue source.
Table 14: Highest Revenue Generators for Firms
Highest revenue generator

CPA 1 CPA 2 CPA 3 CPA 4 CPA 5 CPA 6 CPA 7 CPA 8 CPA 9 CPA 10 CPA 11 CPA 12

Business taxation
Accounting services
Quikbooks
Taxation of bus and ind
Financial statements
Bundled bookkeeping

X

X
X

X

X
X

X

X
X

X
X

X

The average client age of the firms ranged from the mid-thirties up to the sixties, with ten
of the twelve participants (83%) stating that their average age was forty and above.
Table 15: Average Client Age of Firms
Firm's average client age
30 and Up
Mid 30's
Mid 40s
Early 40s to Late 50s
50
53
More in later 50s and 60s
60s

CPA 1 CPA 2 CPA 3 CPA 4 CPA 5 CPA 6 CPA 7 CPA 8 CPA 9 CPA 10 CPA 11 CPA 12
X
X
X

X

X

X
X

X
X
X

X

X

Ten of the twelve partner responses (83%) indicated that millennials made up fifteen
percent (15%) or less of their current client list.
Table 16: Firm’s Percentage of Business from Millennials
Current millennial business
Not much
8%
<10%
10%
15%
20-25%
25-30%

CPA 1 CPA 2 CPA 3 CPA 4 CPA 5 CPA 6 CPA 7 CPA 8 CPA 9 CPA 10 CPA 11 CPA 12
X

X

X

X

X
X
X

X

X
X
X
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X

Fifty-eight percent (58%) of the firms obtained the majority of their younger generation
clients because the millennial’s parents use that firm. Four of the twelve (33%) firms mentioned
that most of their current millennial age clients are new.
Table 17: How Firms Have Obtained Millennial Clients
Millennial customers whose parents use firm CPA 1 CPA 2 CPA 3 CPA 4 CPA 5 CPA 6 CPA 7 CPA 8 CPA 9 CPA 10 CPA 11 CPA 12
10% X
50%

X

X

Most because parents went there
Typically new

X

X
X

X
X

X

X

X

X

Five (42%) firms claim that they have seen their client list grow over the past ten years,
four (33%) mentioned they have maintained the same number of clients, while the other three
(25%) state they have only seen a slight decline.
Table 18: Firm’s Client List Change over the Past 10 Years
Client list change overall

CPA 1 CPA 2 CPA 3 CPA 4 CPA 5 CPA 6 CPA 7 CPA 8 CPA 9 CPA 10 CPA 11 CPA 12

Grown
Maintained
Slight decline

X

X
X

X

X

X

X

X
X

X

X

X

Seven (58%) of the twelve partners interviewed mentioned that their revenues has grown
or been consistent over the past ten years, while the other five (42%) mentioned that they are
getting more out of the clients they have through the dollar value of the client getting larger or
increasing the average charge.
Table 19: Firm’s Revenue Change over the Past 10 Years
Revenues changed overall in last 10 years

CPA 1 CPA 2 CPA 3 CPA 4 CPA 5 CPA 6 CPA 7 CPA 8 CPA 9 CPA 10 CPA 11 CPA 12

Grown
Consistent
Avg charge increased
Dollar value of client base increasing
More out of clients we have

X

X
X

X

X

X
X

X
X

33

X
X
X

X

Over the past ten years, five firms (42%) have not offered any new services, while seven
(58%) mentioned that they do more consulting and advising.
Table 20: Firm’s Mix of Clients and Services over the Past 10 Years
How has mix of clients & services changed over the last 10 years CPA 1 CPA 2 CPA 3 CPA 4 CPA 5 CPA 6 CPA 7 CPA 8 CPA 9 CPA 10 CPA 11 CPA 12
We've grown, but no new services
Clients aging...Older clients phasing out
Geographical change
More consulting & advising
More Quikbooks
Peer group older & more complicated
Changed drastically
More Leadership Training

X
X

X
X
X

X

X
X
X
X
X

X

X

X
X
X

X
X

X

X

X

X
X

X

X

Six (50%) partners mentioned they have improved in the technology application in the
last ten years, while four (33%) stated that they have had success in reviewing and planning with
clients, as consulting has been more involved.
Table 21: Firm Successes in New Clients and Services over Past 10 Years
Successes in new clients and services

CPA 1 CPA 2 CPA 3 CPA 4 CPA 5 CPA 6 CPA 7 CPA 8 CPA 9 CPA 10 CPA 11 CPA 12

More forward thinking
Technology
Communicate electronically
Dollar value increasing
Review with client / Tax Planning
Fixed fee / Spread throughout year

X
X

X
X
X

X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X

X
X

X

X

X

X

One (8%) of the twelve partners interviewed mentioned that they are gaining millennial
clients at a higher pace than losing the older generation clients. Five (42%) mentioned that they
are gaining millennials at a slower pace, while the other four (33%) who provided a response
mentioned they are gaining millennials at about the same pace of losing the older clients.
Table 22: Firm’s Pace of Gaining Millennial Clients
Gain millennials at same pace of losing older clients CPA 1 CPA 2 CPA 3 CPA 4 CPA 5 CPA 6 CPA 7 CPA 8 CPA 9 CPA 10 CPA 11 CPA 12
Slower pace
Pretty much
Gaining more

X

X

X
X

X
X
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X
X

X
X

All twelve partners mentioned word of mouth as the most common method of marketing,
with websites and chamber of commerce networking mentioned by two partners each.
Table 23: Firm’s Current Marketing Strategy
Current marketing strategy

CPA 1 CPA 2 CPA 3 CPA 4 CPA 5 CPA 6 CPA 7 CPA 8 CPA 9 CPA 10 CPA 11 CPA 12

Little social media, not much
Rotary Club
Chamber of Commerce
Referrals / Word of Mouth / Reputation
Nothing specific
Dave Ramsey endorser / supporter
Website
Bonding agents
Target certain niche
QuikBooks Pro Advisor Site
No changes planned

X
X
X
X

X

X
X

X

X
X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X
X

X

X

X
X

X

X

X

X
X

X

X

X

Eleven partners (92%) mentioned electronic communication and ten partners (83%)
claimed secure portals as the most common responses for online services that firm’s offer and
how they plan to compete with technology.
Table 24: Online Service Offered by Firms
Online services offered

CPA 1 CPA 2 CPA 3 CPA 4 CPA 5 CPA 6 CPA 7 CPA 8 CPA 9 CPA 10 CPA 11 CPA 12

Portals
Cloud
Remote communications
Electronic communication

X
X
X
X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X
X

X

X
X
X

X

X

Table 25: How Firms Compete with Technology
Compete with technology
Paperless office
Secure portals
Electronic communication
Build relationships
Easier to read electronically
Online access
Knowledge

CPA 1 CPA 2 CPA 3 CPA 4 CPA 5 CPA 6 CPA 7 CPA 8 CPA 9 CPA 10 CPA 11 CPA 12

X
X

X
X
X

X
X
X
X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X

The advancement of technology (33%) and potential political implications (42%) were
firm’s biggest concerns going forward.
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Table 26: Future Concerns of Firms
Future concerns
Change in technology
Always have work, may be different
Industries eliminated or reduced
Abolish or change taxes (political)
Not concerned

CPA 1 CPA 2 CPA 3 CPA 4 CPA 5 CPA 6 CPA 7 CPA 8 CPA 9 CPA 10 CPA 11 CPA 12
X

X

X

X

X

X
X
X

X

X

X

X

X

Eight partners (67%) mentioned that COTS and SaaS users are not their market or client,
and three (25%) believe that COTS and SaaS will not replace firms.
Table 27: Firm’s Concern with Competition
Live CPA help and improved online software competition

CPA 1 CPA 2 CPA 3 CPA 4 CPA 5 CPA 6 CPA 7 CPA 8 CPA 9 CPA 10 CPA 11 CPA 12

Online software users are not our market / client
Online software is good only if answer questions correct
Quality of consultations provided by live CPAs
Online is not gonna replace what we do
Tax is not our specialty so not worried about it

X
X

X

X

X

X

X

X
X

X

X

X
X
X

X

X

Forty-two percent (42%) of partners mentioned that low cost and technology is what
millennials prefer. Seven partners (58%) mentioned that millennials would influence their
business model going forward by requiring them to become more digital and apply more
technology.
Table 28: Firm’s Opinion on Millennial Preferences
Millennial preferences

CPA 1 CPA 2 CPA 3 CPA 4 CPA 5 CPA 6 CPA 7 CPA 8 CPA 9 CPA 10 CPA 11 CPA 12

Convince them of value
Efficient / Fast
Low Cost
Impatient / Want quick, immediate
Technology/Electronic communication
Explanations
Want it done for them / no learning
Convenience
Want to connect with younger faces
Simplicity

X
X
X

X
X
X

X
X

X

X
X

X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X

X
X

X

X
X
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X

Table 29: Firm’s Opinion on Millennial Impact
Millennials impact going forward

CPA 1 CPA 2 CPA 3 CPA 4 CPA 5 CPA 6 CPA 7 CPA 8 CPA 9 CPA 10 CPA 11 CPA 12

More digital / technology
Firms need younger partners / faces
New services
Remoteness / less face to face
Consulting throughout year
None

X

X
X

X

X
X

X
X

X

X
X

X

X

X
X

X

X
X

X

X

Six partners (50%) mentioned they plan to keep up with technology, with four (33%)
claiming they plan to teach and educate their clients.
Table 30: Firm’s Plans to Address Millennial Impact
Plans to address millennial impact

CPA 1 CPA 2 CPA 3 CPA 4 CPA 5 CPA 6 CPA 7 CPA 8 CPA 9 CPA 10 CPA 11 CPA 12

Show the value we bring
More responsive to millennial needs
Keep up with technology
Teaching/educating them

X

X

X
X

X

X
X

X

X
X

X

X
X

Millennials
Ten of the fifteen (67%) millennial participants used COTS or SAAS software, three
(20%) used a small CPA firm, and two (13%) used a MMTS store. For the three using a CPA
firm, one participant has a small business, one works as a contractor, and the other has a friend
that works at a firm. For the two that use a MMTS store, one of them has a small business.
Table 31: Millennial Tax Preparation Choices
How do you prepare your taxes

Mill 1 Mill 2 Mill 3 Mill 4 Mill 5 Mill 6 Mill 7 Mill 8 Mill 9 Mill 10 Mill 11 Mill 12 Mill 13 Mill 14 Mill 15

Online tax software
CPA firm
Chain store

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X
X

X

X
X

X

Eleven (73%) millennials claimed they filed their taxes because the law says so. Others
mentioned learning how to file (8%), seeing growth (8%), and public benefit (8%) as aspects of
filing and paying taxes.
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Table 32: Why do Millennials File Taxes
Why file taxes

Mill 1 Mill 2 Mill 3 Mill 4 Mill 5 Mill 6 Mill 7 Mill 8 Mill 9 Mill 10 Mill 11 Mill 12 Mill 13 Mill 14 Mill 15

Law says so / I have to
Get money back
Learned how to file
Personal growth / Manage money
Check for mistakes during year
Public benefit

X
X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X
X
X
X

X
X

Ten out of fifteen participants (67%) stated April 15th as the tax due date, with one (8%)
other stating sometime in April but did not know the exact date. The five participants who did
not know the correct date were all individuals who file their taxes online. There were ten COTS
and SAAS software users in this study, and only five of those ten (50%) were able to correctly
identify the correct date. The five participants that prepare their taxes at a CPA firm or use a
MMTS store knew the deadline and answered correctly.
Table 33: Millennial Knowledge of Tax Day Deadline
When is tax day

Mill 1 Mill 2 Mill 3 Mill 4 Mill 5 Mill 6 Mill 7 Mill 8 Mill 9 Mill 10 Mill 11 Mill 12 Mill 13 Mill 14 Mill 15

April 15th
Don't know
Sometime in April
Not certain, scared to say

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X
X

The results of collection and organization habits were the same whether they used COTS
or SAAS software or if they used a professional preparer.
Table 34: Millennial Process to Prepare Taxes when using COTS or SaaS
Process to prepare taxes - online

Mill 1 Mill 2 Mill 3 Mill 4 Mill 5 Mill 6 Mill 7 Mill 8 Mill 9 Mill 10 Mill 11 Mill 12 Mill 13 Mill 14 Mill 15

Online, TurboTax
Gather documents
Keep documents in folder (or shoebox)
Just enter W-2 info
Software prompts, just enter info
Help from mentor

X

X
X

X

X
X
X

X
X

X

X

X

X

X
X
X

38

X

X
X

Table 35: Millennial Process to Prepare Taxes in Person
Process to prepare taxes - in person

Mill 1 Mill 2 Mill 3 Mill 4 Mill 5 Mill 6 Mill 7 Mill 8 Mill 9 Mill 10 Mill 11 Mill 12 Mill 13 Mill 14 Mill 15

CPA
Chain store
Give documents & they prepare
Call & make appointment
Met in office
Gather documents
Waiting until documents received in mail
Set appointment months ahead
Preparer went over return line by line
Projected refund amount
Keep documents in folder (or shoebox)
Organization of data
Collect business expense

X

X

X
X
X

X

X
X
X

X
X
X
X
X

X

X

X
X
X

X

X

Regarding tax withholding preferences, ten out of fifteen (67%) purposely withhold more
out of their paycheck to get a bigger refund. For the five participants that did not purposely
withhold more, three (20%) of them purposely withhold less, and the other two (13%) stated that
they just accept whatever happens. Of the ten COTS and SAAS users, seven (70%) purposely
withhold more, while two (20%) purposely withhold less, and one (10%) states that they just go
with whatever happens. Two of the three CPA firm users purposely withhold more, with one
going with just whatever happens. The MMTS store users are split, with one purposely
withholding more and one purposely withholding less.
Table 36: Millennial Withholding Preferences
Purposely withhold more for potential bigger refund Mill 1 Mill 2 Mill 3 Mill 4 Mill 5 Mill 6 Mill 7 Mill 8 Mill 9 Mill 10 Mill 11 Mill 12 Mill 13 Mill 14 Mill 15
No
Withhold least, pay at end
Withhold less, my interest to earn
Let them take out max
Don't want to owe, have it taken out
Want something at the end
Like an extra paycheck
Vacation money
No, whatever happens, happens

X
X
X
X

X
X

X

X
X

X

X

X
X
X

X

Six (40%) of the fifteen participants were aware that a small CPA firm could do their
taxes. The three that are already using a CPA firm were aware of the firms as an option, while
one of the two MMTS store users mentioned a CPA firm as an option. However, only two out of
ten (20%) COTS and SAAS tax service users mentioned a CPA firm as an option.
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Table 37: Millennial Awareness of Tax Preparation Options
Options to prepare taxes

Mill 1 Mill 2 Mill 3 Mill 4 Mill 5 Mill 6 Mill 7 Mill 8 Mill 9 Mill 10 Mill 11 Mill 12 Mill 13 Mill 14 Mill 15

Chain stores (H&R Block, Jackson Hewitt, Liberty)
Personal people
Online software (TurboTax, etc)
CPA / Accounting firms / Mom & Pop Firms

X
X
X

X

X

X

X

X
X
X
X

X

X

X

X

X
X
X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X
X

X

X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X

X
X

Seven out of the fifteen (47%) mentioned that organization and collecting all the
necessary documents is the most challenging part of preparing taxes. Four of those seven came
from those who use firms or MMTS stores. For the COTS and SAAS software users, five of the
ten (50%) state that the biggest challenge they face is entering their info correct and accurate,
lack of peace of mind of doing it correctly, and the lack of understanding the tax law.
Table 38: Millennial Challenges when Preparing Taxes with COTS or SaaS
Most challenging about taxes - online

Mill 1 Mill 2 Mill 3 Mill 4 Mill 5 Mill 6 Mill 7 Mill 8 Mill 9 Mill 10 Mill 11 Mill 12 Mill 13 Mill 14 Mill 15

It's not challenging
X
Process of collecting documents / organization
Itemizing deductions
Tax law difficult to understand & interpret
Entering correctly / accuracy / lack of peace of mind

X

X

X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X

Table 39: Millennial Challenges when Preparing Taxes in Person
Most challenging about taxes - firm

Mill 1 Mill 2 Mill 3 Mill 4 Mill 5 Mill 6 Mill 7 Mill 8 Mill 9 Mill 10 Mill 11 Mill 12 Mill 13 Mill 14 Mill 15

Making time out of my schedule
Gathering all documents
Giving them my money, I work too hard for it
Making appointment
Business expenses

X

X

X
X

X
X
X

X
X

Two of the fifteen participants (13%), both of whom were COTS and SaaS users, felt that
tax knowledge is not necessary to compute a tax return. The thirteen others (87%) agreed that at
least basic knowledge was necessary or that they did not want any part in learning it.
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Table 40: Millennial Opinion on Importance of Tax Knowledge
Is understanding tax law necessary

Mill 1 Mill 2 Mill 3 Mill 4 Mill 5 Mill 6 Mill 7 Mill 8 Mill 9 Mill 10 Mill 11 Mill 12 Mill 13 Mill 14 Mill 15

No, software is self-explanatory
Don't want anything to do with it
It's important
Need to have some knowledge
Know about tax breaks, deductions, etc
Most don't but do their own return anyways
Have knowledge but still got some wrong
Need background to make it easier
If I wasn't getting help, I would
Need to know basics

X

X
X

X
X

X

X

X

X

X

X
X

X

X
X

X
X

X

X
X

X

Five out of the fifteen (33%) mentioned that they are confident in their ability to compute
a tax return on their own, with eight of the fifteen (53%) stating they are confident or fairly
confident. However, six of those eight (75%) mentioned that they wonder if they are missing
something, that they are not one hundred percent sure in their accuracy, or know they probably
do or have made mistakes. Essentially, only two of the fifteen participants (13%) have true
confidence in their ability to compute an accurate return.
Table 41: Millennial Confidence in Accuracy of Preparing Own Tax Return
How confident in ability to accurately prepare taxes on own Mill 1 Mill 2 Mill 3 Mill 4 Mill 5 Mill 6 Mill 7 Mill 8 Mill 9 Mill 10 Mill 11 Mill 12 Mill 13 Mill 14 Mill 15
Pretty confident
Pretty close, but not 100% correct
Do practice year before I went out on own
Yeah, we triple check
Confident, but not verifiable
They would do better than myself
Wonder if I am missing something
No / Not at all
First time I misfiled and missed out on $5,000
I am iffy

X

X

X
X

X
X

X

X
X
X
X

X

X

X
X

X

X

X

X
X

X

Zero (0%) of the ten COTS and MRPP users claimed that they have ever paid for the
audit protection option. Both MMTS store users admitted to paying for audit defense before.
Table 42: Millennial Usage of Audit Defense
Ever paid for audit defense

Mill 1 Mill 2 Mill 3 Mill 4 Mill 5 Mill 6 Mill 7 Mill 8 Mill 9 Mill 10 Mill 11 Mill 12 Mill 13 Mill 14 Mill 15

No
Yes, an extra $25 or so
May have in the past

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X
X
X
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Three of the fifteen (20%) claimed that they would still attempt to do their taxes
themselves if they opened a small business or if their tax situation became more complex. Two
of the fifteen (13%) offered that they may still attempt it themselves, with ten of the fifteen
(67%) stating that they would get help if their situation became more complex.
Table 43: Millennial Tax Prep Preference with Increased Complexity of Tax Situation
If you opened a small business, would you use online Mill 1 Mill 2 Mill 3 Mill 4 Mill 5 Mill 6 Mill 7 Mill 8 Mill 9 Mill 10 Mill 11 Mill 12 Mill 13 Mill 14 Mill 15
Still do it myself
Go to somebody at that point
Go to firm you can trust
Go where you feel comfortable, warm & fuzzy
I might, maybe
Probably not
Would get feedback from others
Use tax professional

X

X

X

X

X

X

X
X
X

X

X

X

X

X
X

X

Five of the ten (50%) COTS and SaaS users mentioned that if they could save money by
getting a bigger refund or if the firm offered lower fees, then they would be willing to switch to
using a firm. Two (20%) others also mentioned that knowing it was done correctly and in
compliance would be beneficial as well, as they would be willing to switch to pay for peace of
mind.
Table 44: Switch from Using COTS and SaaS to Firm
What would make you switch to using a firm

Mill 1 Mill 2 Mill 3 Mill 4 Mill 5 Mill 6 Mill 7 Mill 8 Mill 9 Mill 10 Mill 11 Mill 12 Mill 13 Mill 14 Mill 15

Bigger refund / Save money
Show data and research / See Benefits
Lower fees
Done in compliance / Peace of mind
Good references / reviews
Price transparency
Nothing, I trust my preparer
Advertise / Awareness
I don't know, never thought about it

X

X

X

X

X

X
X

X

X
X

X
X

X
X
X

Three of the five (60%) firm and MMTS users mentioned that learning the tax code and
accurately computing their tax return was important if they switched to COTS or SaaS.
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Table 45: Switch from Using Firm to COTS or SaaS
What would make you switch to using online software Mill 1 Mill 2 Mill 3 Mill 4 Mill 5 Mill 6 Mill 7 Mill 8 Mill 9 Mill 10 Mill 11 Mill 12 Mill 13 Mill 14 Mill 15
Demo to show its easy
Cheaper
Show data and research / See Benefits
Learn so I would not miss out / Accuracy

X
X
X
X

X

X

Eight of the ten (80%) COTS and SAAS users responded that time/convenience was the
one most important factor as to why they chose to use that method to prepare their taxes. Only
one (10%) mentioned cost as the most important, and one (10%) claimed the ease of use was the
most important.
Table 46: Millennial’s Most Valuable Reason to Choose COTS or SaaS
One main reason for choosing online
Ease of use
Cheap
Convenient
Fast, quick

Mill 1 Mill 2 Mill 3 Mill 4 Mill 5 Mill 6 Mill 7 Mill 8 Mill 9 Mill 10 Mill 11 Mill 12 Mill 13 Mill 14 Mill 15
X
X
X

X

X
X

X

X

X

X

Twelve of the fifteen (80%) mentioned some facet of time as a negative or dislike about
firms.
Table 47: Millennial Dislike of Firms
Dislike about firms
Take time out of my day
Drive somewhere
Deal with people
Inconvenience
Pay more
Communication constraints in busy season
Wait
Not as well known
Lack of price transparency
Feel like a number (chain store)

Mill 1 Mill 2 Mill 3 Mill 4 Mill 5 Mill 6 Mill 7 Mill 8 Mill 9 Mill 10 Mill 11 Mill 12 Mill 13 Mill 14 Mill 15
X
X

X

X

X

X
X

X

X

X

X
X
X

X
X

X

X
X

X
X

X

X
X
X

X
X

X
X

X
X

All ten (100%) COTS and SaaS users mentioned time/convenience as a reason why they
chose that tax preparation method. Seven (70%) claimed price, and four (40%) stated ease of use.
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Table 48: Millennial Preferences for Using COTS or SaaS
Why choose to prepare online

Mill 1 Mill 2 Mill 3 Mill 4 Mill 5 Mill 6 Mill 7 Mill 8 Mill 9 Mill 10 Mill 11 Mill 12 Mill 13 Mill 14 Mill 15

Free / Cheap
Affordable
Prior positive experience
Ease of use
Interface
Fast, quick
Checks information
Detailed
Not dealing with people
Responsive
Asks questions to help guide
Advertising
Tax laws updated for you
Convenience
No driving
No waiting
No wasted hours
No appointment
Import data from prior year
Price transparency
Save it, come back later
Do it in the comfort of my home
No benefit to go somewhere, have all you need

X
X
X
X
X

X
X
X

X
X

X

X
X
X

X

X

X

X

X
X

X

X

X
X

X
X
X
X

X

X

X
X

X
X
X
X
X

X

X

X
X
X
X

X

X
X

X

X

X

CPA firms’ users stated they like the knowledge, relationships, and trust that firms
provide. MMTS users value someone else doing their taxes and experience.
Table 49: Millennial Preferences for Using Firms or MMTS
Why choose to use CPA firm or chain store

Mill 1 Mill 2 Mill 3 Mill 4 Mill 5 Mill 6 Mill 7 Mill 8 Mill 9 Mill 10 Mill 11 Mill 12 Mill 13 Mill 14 Mill 15

Don't have to think, they do it
Knowledge
Customer service / relationships
Handle info with care
Email or ask questions and get answers
Trust
Years of experience

X
X
X

X
X
X
X
X
X

X

X

When asked about the positive qualities of firms, the COTS and SAAS users mentioned
they would like someone else doing their taxes for them (40%), along with customer service
(20%), and peace of mind (20%). Three (30%) answered nothing or had no response.
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Table 50: Millennial COTS and SaaS User’s Opinions of Other Tax Preparation Options
Like about option to use firms

Mill 1 Mill 2 Mill 3 Mill 4 Mill 5 Mill 6 Mill 7 Mill 8 Mill 9 Mill 10 Mill 11 Mill 12 Mill 13 Mill 14 Mill 15

Face to face
Customer service
Peace of mind
Identity security
Licensed / educated
Handing info over & somebody doing it for me
Only ask questions that are applicable to you
No response / nothing
X

X
X
X

X
X

X
X
X
X

X

X
X

X

X

The firm and MMTS store users mentioned that they prefer speed and convenience, along
with the simplicity and help sections to identify positive qualities of COTS and SaaS.
Table 51: Millennial Firm and MMTS User Opinions of COTS and SaaS Options
Like about option to use online

Mill 1 Mill 2 Mill 3 Mill 4 Mill 5 Mill 6 Mill 7 Mill 8 Mill 9 Mill 10 Mill 11 Mill 12 Mill 13 Mill 14 Mill 15

Simplistic
Fast, quick
Error check
Guide Me / Help / Reference section
Convenient
Comfort at home (convenience)
Go at own pace

X
X

X
X
X
X
X
X

Nine of the fifteen (60%) millennials claimed accurately completing a return on their own
was something they disliked about COTS and SaaS. Two (13%) mentioned inconvenience, while
two (13%) others stated personal identity security issues.
Table 52: Millennial Dislike of COTS and SaaS
Dislike about online

Mill 1 Mill 2 Mill 3 Mill 4 Mill 5 Mill 6 Mill 7 Mill 8 Mill 9 Mill 10 Mill 11 Mill 12 Mill 13 Mill 14 Mill 15

Not really free
X
Responsibility is on me to get it right
Must answer questions correct / too many questions
Do it myself, takes my time
Limited, miss out on deductions
Security
Easy to make mistake
Not user friendly

X
X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X

X

X

X

Twelve out of the fifteen (80%) participants mentioned that time is a negative for firms,
while nine of the fifteen (60%) mentioned cost as a factor.
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Table 53: Millennial Dislike of Firms
Dislike about firms
Take time out of my day
Drive somewhere
Deal with people
Inconvenience
Pay more
Communication constraints in busy season
Wait
Not as well known
Lack of price transparency
Feel like a number (chain store)

Mill 1 Mill 2 Mill 3 Mill 4 Mill 5 Mill 6 Mill 7 Mill 8 Mill 9 Mill 10 Mill 11 Mill 12 Mill 13 Mill 14 Mill 15
X
X

X

X

X

X
X

X

X

X

X
X
X

X
X

X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X

X

X
X

X
X

X
X

The millennial’s preferred characteristics of service providers were quality (40%), price
(33%), and reviews (33%), followed by customer service (27%).
Table 54: Millennial Preferred Service Provider Characteristics
Preferred service characteristics

Mill 1 Mill 2 Mill 3 Mill 4 Mill 5 Mill 6 Mill 7 Mill 8 Mill 9 Mill 10 Mill 11 Mill 12 Mill 13 Mill 14 Mill 15

Quality
Price
Reviews
Customer Service
Advertising
Capability to get job done
Value
Feel special, not just a number
Transparency
Trust
Not deal with people
Convenience
References
Ease of use
More personal, comfortable

X

X
X

X
X

X
X
X

X
X
X

X

X
X
X

X

X

X

X

X
X

X
X

X

X
X

X

X
X
X

X
X
X

X

X
X

The value millennials place on someone preparing their taxes is peace of mind and
reducing the burden, which accounted for eleven (73%) responses. Knowledge of preparers was
mentioned seven (47%) times.
Table 55: Millennial’s Opinion on Value of Paid Preparer
Value in someone else doing your taxes

Mill 1 Mill 2 Mill 3 Mill 4 Mill 5 Mill 6 Mill 7 Mill 8 Mill 9 Mill 10 Mill 11 Mill 12 Mill 13 Mill 14 Mill 15

Doing it myself is sufficient
Takes burden off me
Knowledge
Help us understand / learn
Convenience
Trustworthy
Sense of comfort / Peace of mind / Accuracy
Experience
Don't have to keep up with changing tax laws
Efficient

X
X
X

X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X

X

X
X

X
X

X
X
X
X

X

X

X

X

X

X
X

X

X

X
X

X
X
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When asked about the value of a CPA, millennials claim the tax knowledge of CPAs as
the leading factor with eight (53%) responses, followed by looking after their best interest (27%).
Table 56: Millennial’s Opinion on Value of CPA
Value of CPA

Mill 1 Mill 2 Mill 3 Mill 4 Mill 5 Mill 6 Mill 7 Mill 8 Mill 9 Mill 10 Mill 11 Mill 12 Mill 13 Mill 14 Mill 15

Brand
Look after my best interest
Knowledge
Experts
Build relationship / rapport
Trustworthy
More for those who are more complex

X
X
X
X

X

X

X

X

X

X
X

X

X

X

X
X

X
X

X

X

Millennials perceptions of firms mentioned identity security issues (42%), treat their
customers well and build relationships (27%), and need to advertise and be more
accessible/convenient (42%).
Table 57: Millennial Perception of Firms
Perception of firms

Mill 1 Mill 2 Mill 3 Mill 4 Mill 5 Mill 6 Mill 7 Mill 8 Mill 9 Mill 10 Mill 11 Mill 12 Mill 13 Mill 14 Mill 15

Looking to make money
Don't trust them / identity theft
Got your back if audited
They take the extra step to help
Make it more convenient
Beneficial for those that need it
Identity security
Need to show interest in us as clients
Good for middle age and older
Need to advertise
Need to be more accessible
Treat customers well
Build relationships
Focus on business tax, not individual

X
X
X

X
X

X

X

X
X

X

X

X

X
X

X

X
X
X

X
X

X
X
X

X
X

X

X

Eleven of the fifteen (73%) millennials state that they believe the future of tax
preparation will move more toward online, be more technologically advanced, and become more
automated. Six of the fifteen (40%) mentioned that they believe political changes will change the
future of tax prep and one offered that it may even eliminate the need to file.
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Table 58: Millennial Opinion on Future of Tax Preparation
Future of tax preparation

Mill 1 Mill 2 Mill 3 Mill 4 Mill 5 Mill 6 Mill 7 Mill 8 Mill 9 Mill 10 Mill 11 Mill 12 Mill 13 Mill 14 Mill 15

More online
Streamlined process
Similar, but more advanced
Quicker filing / quicker refund
More identity / security issues
Direct from phone
Pain now, pain later too
Eliminate the need to file / political changes
Tied to credit cards, bank accounts / cashless
More automated
Don't know

X
X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X

X
X

X

X

X

X

X
X

X

X

X
X

X
X

X

X

X
X

X

X

X

Seventy-three percent (73%) of millennials claim that firms need to change what they are
currently doing in order to compete with COTS and SAAS software moving forward. Four of the
fifteen (27%) millennials think that firms can compete with their current business model.
Table 59: Millennial Opinion on Firms Competing with COTS and SaaS
Can firms compete with online software

Mill 1 Mill 2 Mill 3 Mill 4 Mill 5 Mill 6 Mill 7 Mill 8 Mill 9 Mill 10 Mill 11 Mill 12 Mill 13 Mill 14 Mill 15

If they keep the same business model, no
Need to adapt to changing environment / client
Want to be able to walk in & talk to somebody
Online will take over except for large firms
It's gonna be hard
Probably not
Need to offer online services to compete
Build relationships / rapport / trust
Need to advertise / brand / social media
Stress importance of taxes to young people
Inform younger clients w/ college workshop / info
I think so
Yes, always people who want it done for them
Yes

X
X

X
X
X
X
X

X

X

X

X
X
X

X
X
X

X
X

X

X
X

X

X

X
X

X

X
X

Eight of the fifteen (53%) state that tax professionals will not be phased out by COTS or
SaaS, while six (40%) claim that they will be phased out at some point. One (7%) claimed that
they did not know what would happen.
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Table 60: Millennial Opinion on Future of Tax Professionals
Will tax professionals be phased out

Mill 1 Mill 2 Mill 3 Mill 4 Mill 5 Mill 6 Mill 7 Mill 8 Mill 9 Mill 10 Mill 11 Mill 12 Mill 13 Mill 14 Mill 15

No, people appreciate the value of customer service X
Will still have work to do
No, still fill the need for those who want help
Accountants will never phase out
Maybe over time, but not in immediate future
Some, but not the big firms
More tax attorneys / CPA phase out
Gonna be played out eventually
A lot of them will be phased out

X
X

X
X

X

X

X
X
X

X

X
X

X
X
X
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X
X

Chapter 5: Discussion
The themes identified through the coding process created key discussion points for both
groups of the study. This chapter begins by first discussing the data from the firm interviews,
followed by the discussion of the millennial interviews. Once those two sections have been
discussed, the next section leverages the information presented about each group to identify the
disconnects between the two groups. This chapter concludes with limitations, implications for
management, and ideas for future research.

Small CPA Firm Themes
While many of the interview questions for the CPA firm partners focused on gathering
their insights about millennial clients, some background questions were asked to determine what
they had already experienced in their current business activities. This helped establish a baseline
of the current CPA model. To establish the aforementioned baseline, the researcher looked at the
importance of taxation services to the firm (Table 10), how much of the firm’s revenue stems
from total taxation services (Table 11) and from individual taxation services (Table 12), the
types of services that firms offer (Table 13), and the highest revenue producer for the firms
(Table 14). The amount of revenue that the firms collect from taxation services was important to
document, as this study looks at millennials and their perceptions and opinions on tax
preparation, so understanding how much of a firm’s revenue stream could potentially be affected
is something worth noting.
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Three themes emerged from the CPA firm partner interviews: intangible value,
complacency, and uncertainty. While each partner may have stated ideas or comments about a
particular theme, some individual responses offer different viewpoints from the same perspective.
The responses that led to the themes allowed the researcher to uncover the differing opinions on
certain topics, and see what firms are doing in comparison to other firms. The remainder of this
section focuses on elaborating on each theme and responses from each partner about that particular
theme.
Intangible Value
One of the themes that was most significant was value, although it appears that value may
mean something different from each perspective and individual. Value is presented in qualitative
fashion, as value produced different results and perspectives. From the firm’s perspective, some
of them made it clear that they need to convince millennials of the value that they bring to the
table:
“We've got to find out what the client values and actually float it to them like that.
I mean it's true, they really value just getting their tax return done.”
“We get millennial clients and those that see the need for our firm. The trick on any
of those kind of things is convincing the client, no matter what their age is, of the value that
you're presenting them.”
While many firms have a good understanding of what they need to do to and how to
display their value, convincing millennials to see value is difficult:
“We're struggling a little bit with millennials. They don't see the value of us…. but
those that do, we do really well with.”
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“…. the older people are more experienced and understand the value we bring to
them, whereas the millennials have a harder time seeing it.”
Regarding the overall value that firms mentioned, they provided specific examples about
the types of value that they bring. The value that firms provide over their competition is more of
an intangible value. The relationship with the customer is valued as an intangible asset by the
firm (Doyle, 2000; Srivastava, Shervani, & Fahey, 1998). Firms can provide intangible value that
a taxpayer cannot get on their own. Firms provide intangible value such as teaching and learning,
knowledge, planning, relationships, and trust, to name a few. Some examples of what partners
mentioned that they provide are below:
“I think teaching the millennials the value, the worth of what they're getting, the
knowledge that they're picking up here…. you can come here, and we can teach you.”
“Because as much as online software is advertising "Talk to a CPA" and all that,
it's still different than having a relationship and somebody that is aligned with your goals.
That's not gonna be replaceable with technology.”
Firms certainly charge more than their competition, but there are value-added services
their competitors do not bring to the table, such as those mentioned above. To address the higher
costs, a few partners defended and justified the reason why their fees are higher than the typical
tax software.
“….it costs us a lot more to do tax returns because our processes are the
preparation, the review, the final review….it takes us more time than just popping it into a
computer and letting the computer calculate it for you.”
“There's human thought that goes into it in trying to get the best benefit out of it,
as we plan throughout the year, not just at the end of the year.”
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“Our focus would be to help you before it's a done deal, whereas software…. the
story is already told, you just have to just put it in because it is what it is at that point.
There's no going back.”
An important intangible value that firms can provide is trust. The topic of trust took on
different meanings, as it ranged from identity theft and cybersecurity issues to peace of mind and
familiarity. With the rise of technology, data breaches, identity theft, and hackers, risk has
significantly increased, and personal information is now more at risk. Trust was a topic brought
up many times during the interviews. A firm had this to say about trust regarding protecting
personal information:
“The thing that concerns me so much is with that rapid change (in technology) is
the potential to have a security issue.”
When specifically asked about security issues with clients and their personal information,
a partner mentioned the following:
“A lot of the people that have the little returns come for the comfort of knowing if
something happens, we've got their backs. So, I think that security is going to remain there
for most of the small clients.”
When it comes to trust from a relational standpoint, a sense of security and peace of mind
play a significant role, as most millennials value relationships. A couple of partners mentioned
the following:
“I think they recognize the value placed in the trusted advisor.”
“So, the software isn't gonna phase us because again, I think as good as their
software is, and even trying to tie in the CPA Live stuff, it's not gonna fill the needs of what
we do.”
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Intangible value is difficult to put a price on, so valuing the intangibles a firm and
partners provide can have different meanings and values to different clients. What clients value
most may determine how much the intangibles are worth to the client.
Complacency
The next theme identified in the study was complacency. Complacency had different
meanings and took on different forms during the interviews. Examples include information about
their current client list, percent of firm’s customers that are currently millennial age, recent
changes in the firm’s client list, and how firms plan to move forward in the future. Each firm
mentioned different ways in which they were comfortable with their current situation, although
they know that change is necessary.
Questions in the interviews asked firms about their average client age, as the researcher
wanted to get an understanding of what their current client base looked like. Establishing this up
front helped shape some of the follow up questions to tailor to the firm’s current client situation
and helped the researcher to understand why firms conduct business the way they do. Based on
the responses from the interviews, the average client age was forty and above for eighty-three
percent (83%) of the firms (Table 15), which is above the age range for millennials.
With the average age of clients currently on the higher end and above the age range for
millennials, the researcher inquired about how much of the firm’s current client list was
considered millennial age. Ten of the twelve responses (83%) were that millennials made up
fifteen percent or less of their current client list (Table 16), which correlates with the prior
question as to the average client age.
Since the number of millennial clients are on the lower end, the researcher asked the
partners how they have attracted their current millennial clients. Based on the responses, about

54

half of the firm’s younger generation clients go to the firms because their parents use that firm
(Table 17). While it is great to obtain second-generation clients, half of the younger generation
clients only go there because of their parents, so it was not marketing efforts or any other
strategy that firms have deployed that have worked.
The partner interviewees were asked more specifically about their client list, specifically
whether it has grown, shrunk, or stayed the same over the past ten years or so. Only five (42%)
firms claim that they have seen their client list grow (Table 18). However, one important item to
note is that many partners mentioned that their profits have increased, even if they have only
maintained or had a slight decline in the same number of clients. Seven (58%) of the twelve
partners interviewed mentioned that their revenues has grown or been consistent, while the other
five (42%) mentioned that they are getting more out of the clients they have through the dollar
value of the client getting larger or increasing the average charge (Table 19).
After looking at the change in client list and revenue over the last ten years, the
researcher asked the partners how the mix of clients and services have changed over the past ten
years. Five firms (42%) have not offered any new services in the past ten years, while seven
(58%) mentioned that they do more consulting and advising than they had in the past (Table 20).
Through the changes over the past ten years, many firms mentioned successes that they
experienced in the new services and clients. Six (50%) partners mentioned they have improved
in the technology application, while four (33%) stated that they had success in reviewing and
planning with clients, as consulting has been more involved (Table 21).
Since this project focuses on millennials, the researcher asked how many of the firm’s
new clients are of millennial age. In addition, the researcher asked if they are gaining millennial
clients at the same pace of losing the older clients. Only one (8%) of the twelve partners
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mentioned that they are gaining millennial clients at a higher pace than losing the older
generation clients, which could be a cause for concern (Table 22).
To gather insight on how the firms market to individuals and how they gain new clients,
the partners were asked about their current marketing efforts. All twelve partners mentioned
word of mouth as their number one way to attract new clients (Table 23). Some partners
mentioned local chambers of commerce, rotary clubs, bonding agent referrals, and a website as
other means of marketing to potential clients. When the partners were asked if they would
change their current marketing strategy in the near future to target millennials, four (33%) of the
partners stated that they have no changes planned and do not plan to do anything specific to
attract the younger clients.
One firm did mention that they are attempting direct marketing efforts to increase their
client list, but they are targeting a certain niche (construction), which many millennials are not
currently a part. When that specific firm was asked about the amount of millennial business that
they are obtaining from those direct marketing efforts, they offered the following comment:
“It's (millennial clients) lower in the construction industry because a lot of people
don't go into the trades anymore.”
Uncertainty
Firms were asked about their future plans and how they plan to adapt and change their
business model going forward. More specifically, they were asked how they plan to compete
with COTS and MMRP software and increased competition in the near future. Some partners did
not have a clear plan in place for the firm. That is concerning, especially with Mondry (2016)
mentioning seventy-one and a half percent (71.5%) of partners do not have succession plans in
place, sixty-one (61%) of CPA partners are over 50 years of age, and seventy-five (75%) of CPA
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partners will retire in the next fifteen years. It appears that there is uncertainty in the future
leadership of firms, mainly due to the lack of succession plans. A couple of partner responses
from the interviews are below:
“I am gonna be retired in a few years, so I will let the others figure that out.”
“I don’t have to worry about that far down the road as I will be on a beach
somewhere by the time it gets to that point.”
The partners who were reaching retirement age were not concerned about having to make
any changes, as they would not be around to implement them. After making those comments, the
researcher asked them a follow-up question pertaining to their responses, and the partners were
asked about who was going to take over once they retire.
“We have another partner here at the firm. We are close to the same age, maybe
separated by four or five years. I will be out before him, so he can figure it out.”
“We have discussed bringing in younger partners, but we keep putting it off as we
always come up with an excuse to put it off. It’s time we took it serious though as we only
have a couple of years left before we retire.”
While it appears that they may have a plan to bring in new faces, they have yet to put the
plan in motion. For those firms that mentioned they had thought about the future, they were
asked about how they were going to change their business model going forward to adapt to the
future needs of clients.
“The only way we're gonna change is just to adapt to the needs of the clients.”
“It probably will require something different. I don't know what though.”
Many of the answers were generalized. Adapting to the needs of clients was a common
answer, and for many, that is the clearest plan they currently have. Firms that are willing to cater
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to the customer and provide them with what they need is a solid plan if the change is embraced
and incorporated. The partners know change is coming, but it is difficult for them to predict what
changes and how it affects the firm and profession. One partner summed it up well:
“Compare this to 20 years ago and look where we are 20 years later. I mean, you
couldn't have projected where we are today 20 years ago.”
“I always say two years is about as far as you can project out. You can't go five,
10, 20 years. My gosh!”
Technology seems to be driving change in all industries, and CPA firms are not immune
to technological changes. The prior literature highlighted that businesses should be embracing
and offering the technological advances as well.
“I mean they (millennials) embrace the technology…. I think if we can prove to
them that we can embrace the technology, that's going to help them see that we are
valuable.”
“The technology is definitely different with millennials because they just grew up
with it.”
Firm partners the researcher interviewed are aware that they need to embrace technology
and adapt to the demands of customers in that regard. To be more specific, the partners were
asked what tools they are thinking of using and already utilizing in their firm, and how they plan
to compete with technology in the future. Electronic communication and tools to help protect
client information, such as secure portals, seem to be the most common responses for both
questions (Tables 24 and 25).
With the future looking somewhat cloudy and hard to predict, the partners were asked
what concerns them about the future. The advancement of technology and potential political
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implications were at the forefront of the concern (Table 26). The changes and advancement in
technology and automation taking over many jobs and industries are certainly a cause for
concern. Partners also mentioned their concern with competition and live CPA help that COTS
and MMRP software offers (Table 27).
However, one partner put a positive spin on the advancement of technology, and
mentioned a benefit that technology provides. Clients no longer need to be in the firm’s
backyard, as the advancement of technology allows for flexibility.
“Another big change, I would say, is just geographical. I don't think being within
a ten-mile proximity of your CPA is as important as it once was. We've got clients that, as
they move, they still use us. All over the country, we've got some out of the country.”
On a more personal level, the partners admitted concerns over how information is
communicated going forward. Firms are built on the intangible value they bring to the table,
especially the relationship aspect. With the rise of online services and the move to digital
platforms, the human element may fade away, which takes away from the value that firms
provide.
“….it will become more of that never coming to see anybody.”
“There will be less face-to-face.”
“It will lose a little bit of its connection when you go remotely.”
The partners also admitted that their client population is aging and how they plan to
connect to younger clients. As noted prior, eighty-three percent (83%) of the firms claimed that
the average age of their clients is forty and above, with seven of the twelve (58%) firms
mentioning fifty and up. The firms noted the following:
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“My portion has an aging population…. they are getting older…. mine are getting
more towards retirement age so several clients are phasing out.”
“…. the older population, I feel like they probably still need us more than the
younger ones coming along.”
“…. our client group is getting older.”
To circumvent the aging client population and attempting to replace those clients with
younger clients, many partners feel they need to add a connection to the younger generation by
bringing in younger faces to connect more personally with younger clients. Currently, many
partners at CPA firms are older. “I do not think the accounting profession is aging. I think the
management and leadership of many firms is aging” (Mendlowitz et. al., 2018). Adding younger
faces is an excellent idea as millennials do value relationships, and want to feel a connection, so
providing them with a younger face to connect with should certainly help.
“When they (millennials) get to the point where they do want to use us, they also
wanna make sure that the firm isn't full of 75-year-old dudes.”
“There's a sweet spot for CPA's in attracting clients, that they look old enough to
the right group and young enough to the right group.”
“I have an employee that hopefully will help bridge the gap in age relations just so
that I have a younger face in the office.”
With the vast majority of the firm’s current clients over the millennial age threshold, the
researcher asked the firms what they believe millennial preferences are and what impact
millennials have on their firm going forward. Forty-two percent (42%) of partners mentioned
that low cost and technology is what millennials prefer (Table 28). Nine partners (75%)
mentioned that millennials would influence their business model going forward by requiring
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them to become more digital and apply more technology and communicating remotely (Table
29). To address the concerns and the impact that millennials have, six partners (50%) mentioned
they plan to keep up with technology, with four (33%) claiming they plan to teach and educate
their clients (Table 30).
Some of the partners did show concern for the future, however. Technology, automation,
convenience, political changes, and industries being eliminated were concerns that partners
expressed. Some of their comments are below:
“The live CPA help does scare me a little bit.”
“I think we have to change, and this is a lot of stuff out there that's free in the
industry. It's a value-added service at no charge that we have to compete with.”
“A lot of the younger people don't go into the trades anymore, so accounting for
small businesses may decrease over time.”
“I have concern over small companies being bought up in different
industries….and the second thing is you see like taxi cabs being replaced by Uber, and
things like that where industries are being eliminated or reduced down to lower proceeds.”

Millennial Themes
Similar what was done on the firm side, a background was established for the millennials.
The tax preparation options the millennials utilize play a significant role in the study, as the
results and answers sometimes differed based on whether they used COTS or SAAS software, a
CPA firm, or MMTS store. Of the fifteen millennial participants, ten (67%) used COTS or SAAS
software, three (20%) used a small CPA firm, and two (13%) used a MMTS store (Table 31).
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Before getting into the depth of the interview, the interviewer started out by asking
generalized questions to establish background information and to set a baseline for millennials.
The purpose of the baseline is to establish their thoughts, behaviors, and preferences when it
comes to taxes and tax preparation. Millennials were asked questions as to why they file their
taxes (Table 32), when Tax Day falls on the calendar (Table 33), the preparation process to file
taxes (Tables 34 and 35), and their tax withholding preferences (Table 36).
The coding process identified four themes that emerged from the millennial interviews.
Lack of awareness, low confidence, time is valuable, and grim outlook were identified as the
themes. The remainder of this section focuses on discussing each theme and noting responses from
millennials.
Lack of Awareness
The researcher asked the millennials what other options they have to prepare their taxes,
other than the method they currently use. The results were surprising, as sixty percent (60%) of
millennials did not identify that small CPA firms were even an option to prepare their taxes. In
fact, the number is lower if you remove the three participants who are current firm users. When
removing the three firm users, seventy-five percent (75%) were unaware of firms, and eighty
percent (80%) of COTS and SaaS users were unaware.
Of the three that currently use a CPA firm, two of them are going there because their family
has been going there for years, so that is what they grew up with and are accustomed to. It appears
many of the younger generation are not even aware of the small CPA firms in the area. When the
researcher mentioned to them that CPA firms were an option, they had this to say:
“I would say maybe if they advertised it more, get people aware.”
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“I’ve only heard people saying use online (tax software), I heard of <MMTS
stores>, and I assumed these are my only two options.” <company name redacted by
researcher>
“You don't really hear you can go through a tax firm or an accounting firm.”
“They're just…. they’re not as well known. I'll put it like that. They're not as well
known.”
“Yeah, I guess they can't afford the national TV commercials during the Super
Bowl, right.”
Since 80% of the COTS and SAAS software users were not even aware that small CPA
firms were an option, they were asked about how they would prefer to be made aware or ways for
firms to attract their business. Most mentioned some form of marketing efforts and for firms to be
more accessible. It appears that out-of-sight, out-of-mind is an issue, as some do not even know
where a firm is in their area. Comments related to awareness are below:
“Be more accessible. You know, I don't know where there's one in this area. I don't
know where there's any CPA firms.”
“Go back to advertising…. branding your logo. Social media would work…. show
your ads….so maybe Facebook.”
“They're (COTS and SaaS software) in your face, so advertising is a huge part of
it.”
“You're going to have to come up with different ways to advertise.”
Low Confidence
With ten out of the fifteen participants (67%) using COTS or SAAS software, the
majority of the participants prepared their tax return on their own without help. After reviewing
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the transcripts from the interviews, and after multiple rounds of coding and constant comparison,
a theme that emerged was a lack of confidence. Only thirteen percent (13%) of the millennial
COTS and SAAS software users were confident about the accuracy of their tax return.
When asking what the millennials felt is the most challenging part of preparing their
taxes, seven out of the fifteen (47%) mentioned that organization and collecting all the necessary
documents is the most challenging part of preparing taxes. Four of those seven came from those
who use firms or MMTS stores. For the COTS and SAAS software users, five of the ten (50%)
state that the biggest challenge they face is entering their info correct and accurate, lack of peace
of mind of doing it correctly, and the lack of understanding the tax law, which all falls under the
same umbrella of uncertainty in their ability (Tables 38 and 39).
While many of the COTS and SAAS users felt the most difficult task was facing the
uncertainty, another question asked about how important or necessary it was for the taxpayer to
have knowledge of the tax code in order to prepare taxes. Thirteen percent (13%), both COTS or
SaaS users, felt that tax knowledge is not necessary, as they claim that software was selfexplanatory, and the prompts were sufficient. The thirteen others (87%) agreed that at least basic
knowledge was necessary or that they did not want any part in learning it, which is why they
have someone else help them prepare their return (Table 40).
All participants were asked how confident they are in their ability to compute their taxes
themselves. Five out of the fifteen (33%) mentioned that they are confident, with eight of the
fifteen (53%) stating they are confident or fairly confident. However, six of those eight (75%)
who claimed they were confident or fairly confident mentioned that they wonder if they are
missing something, that they are not one hundred percent sure in their accuracy, or know they
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probably do or have made mistakes. Essentially, only two of the fifteen participants (13%) have
true confidence in their ability to compute an accurate return (Table 41).
With the results showing that most are not very confident, a question was asked to the
COTS and MRPP users if they have ever paid for the audit protection when using the software.
Zero COTS and MRPP users claimed that they have ever paid for the audit protection. Even
though most participants lack the confidence in their accuracy, none of them had ever paid for
the audit defense that COTS and SaaS offers (Table 42). The firm users do not need to pay extra
for audit defense as they have the CPA firm on their side. However, both of the two MMTS store
users admitted to paying for audit defense before. One of the two MMTS users stated that they
felt the MMTS store pushed them to pay extra for the audit defense.
With confidence levels hovering fairly low in their current tax situation, the participants
were asked if they would switch to using a professional preparer if their tax situation became
more complex, or if they opened a small business. Twenty percent (20%) claimed that they
would still attempt to do it themselves using COTS or SaaS.
Since most seemed to lack confidence in their current tax situation, the ten COTS and
SAAS software participants were asked what would make them switch to using a professional
tax preparer. Fifty percent of COTS and SaaS users mentioned that if they could save money by
getting a bigger refund or if the firm offered lower fees, then they would be willing to switch.
Two others also mentioned that knowing it was done correctly and in compliance would be
beneficial as well, as they would be willing to switch to pay for peace of mind (Table 44).
Time is Valuable
Based on the results of the interviews, millennials value many things, such as quality, price,
customer service, and convenience. However, the results show that millennials value their time

65

over everything else. In this section, the mention of time encompasses comments that included
convenience as well, as most mentioned that the convenience saves them time, as they do not have
to drive somewhere, wait on others, etc. All fifteen participants mentioned time as very important
at some point during the interviews. While all fifteen participants think time is extremely important
and valuable, the ten COTS and SAAS software users backed that claim even further. When asked
if they had to choose one main reason for choosing software, eight of the ten (80%) COTS and
SAAS software users responded that time/convenience was the one most important factor. Only
one (10%) mentioned cost as the most important, and one (10%) claimed the ease of use was the
most important (Table 46). The millennials in this study who use software value their time more
than any other factor.
Time and convenience did not only apply to COTS and SAAS software users, as those who
used a MMTS store also mentioned that they liked that it was done quickly and saves them time.
“You can go in and out, and get your taxes done within an hour.”
“They're probably faster than using a CPA.”
Time was not discussed as a positive attribute for small CPA firms. Twelve of the fifteen
(80%) mentioned time as a negative or dislike about firms (Table 47). Most of the comments
related to time about firms was negative, as seen below:
“…. just making time out of my schedule to go somewhere, and sit there, wait on
them, while they do everything for me.”
“…. having to stop everything I'm doing, going out of my way to go somewhere for
someone to talk to me about everything doesn't really seem worth it.”
While time and convenience were the biggest factors that millennials valued the most, other
factors such as cost, knowledge, reputation, and peace of mind were important as well. To
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document the other factors, the researcher asked the millennials what they like and dislike about
the different preparation methods to see what else they value. The millennial participants
mentioned many different items that they value, such as time, money, and relationships.
After asking how they prepared their taxes, the millennials answered why they chose that
method to prepare their return. Since COTS and SAAS software was the most popular choice,
the reasons why tax software was chosen is discussed first, followed by firms and then MMTS
stores. Why millennials chose COTS and SAAS software varied among the participants,
however, reasons such as time, convenience, low cost, ease of use, and prior positive experience
played a factor (Table 48).
When those that used CPA firms were asked what they liked about using firms, they
mentioned the tax professional’s knowledge, the relationship with their preparer, and the
experience of the preparer. The MMTS users also provided insight as to what they liked about
using a MMTS store. They mentioned reasons such as someone else doing their taxes and
experience (Table 49).
Once the researcher obtained an understanding of what millennials like, the researcher
asked what they would like about the other options that they do not currently use. The COTS and
SAAS users mentioned they would like someone else doing it for them, along with customer
service and peace of mind (Table 50). The firm and MMTS store users mentioned that they
prefer the speed and convenience, along with the simplicity and help sections that software offers
(Table 51).
What millennials in this study dislike about COTS and SAAS software is that they must
do their taxes themselves, it is their responsibility to get it done correctly, and that it is easy to
make mistakes since they are doing it themselves. Nine of the fifteen (60%) mentioned some
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form of bearing the responsibility for completing it accurately was something they disliked. Two
others mentioned that having to take time out of their day to complete it themselves was one
thing that they disliked, while a couple also mentioned identity security issues. Some also
mentioned that it is really not free, and that it does not have an easy way to get help if needed
(Table 52).
What millennials dislike about firms is mainly time, inconvenience, and cost. Eighty
percent (80%) of participants mentioned that time is the leading factor, while sixty percent (60%)
claimed cost as a factor. The dislike about cost included having to pay more along with the lack
of price transparency (Table 53).
The dislike about MMTS stores is like firms regarding time, but it was the lack of a
relationship that many mentioned as the biggest dislike about the MMTS stores. Most felt the
MMTS stores treated you as a number to just get you in and out of the door as quickly as
possible and did not take the time to value them as clients or attempt to build a relationship.
“I think it's like a used car sale, kind of salesman kind of deal, where I feel like they
want to help you for a fee….and it just kind of feels like I'm being used, not helped.”
“The <MMTS> stores make you feel more like just a number.” <company name
redacted by researcher>
After noting what millennials like and dislike about each option, the researcher looked at
what they value on different levels. While the firms think that they bring more value to the table
than some of their competitors, millennials place value in different areas and see value in
different ways. When millennials were asked what they look for in service providers in general,
they mentioned characteristics such as quality, price, reviews, and customer service (Table 54).
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Millennials were asked about the value in someone else preparing their taxes for them.
Peace of mind and reducing the burden of doing their taxes accounted for eleven (73%) responses.
Tax knowledge of others preparing their return was mentioned seven (47%) times (Table 55).
While the millennials were asked about what they value in service providers and the value
in someone else preparing their taxes for them, they were also asked more specifically about what
value a CPA brings to the table. Knowledge of the CPA firms was the leading factor with eight
(53%) responses (Table 56).
Trust was a big issue with millennials. The word trust and security came up many times
throughout the interviews, and millennials felt that CPAs were more trustworthy when it came to
handle their information in comparison to other options.
“Definitely

that

they

handle

my

personal

information

with

care.”

“Trust really is an important thing, because they're dealing with your money.”
“It gives you a sense of comfort. You don't have to too much worry about it.
Especially, with somebody you trust.”
“…. with a smaller company, because they're so much more tight-knit and personal,
it might be easier to give them all of this really sensitive data.”
Trust can work both ways, so a prior unpleasant experience can influence tax preparation
choices. While trust is important, three participants had bad experiences with tax preparation that
hurt the trust factor. Some of the responses about the lack of trust are below:
“I was disappointed because they've been advertising that everything's free, and it
was not free. So that was disappointing.”
“My sister had a really, really bad experience with a [MMTS store], so I just knew
that I wasn't gonna go there for my taxes.”
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“I had a really bad experience with one of these places [MMTS store].”
Falling under the trust umbrella, many millennials also had concerns over potential
security issues with their personal information, so trust plays a role in protecting their private
information.
“Online creates security issues”
“It's (identity fraud) a concern in the back of your mind.”
“I would think the CPA firm would have better security protection than I would just
filing it myself.”
“You've got hackers that are every day, getting smarter finding new ways and new
loops holes to get around security….and possibly trying to find ways to gain access to
people's identities, and financial records. I think security is gonna play a huge role.”
Time is valuable and once it is gone, you can never get it back. Deciding how to spend
time shows how much they value that particular situation. Millennials want convenience, but
also want to establish relationships and have peace of mind as well. With the lack of awareness
of firms, millennials may not see the value that firms can provide as they do not have the
exposure. Without the exposure, millennials have a grim outlook for firms, which is the next
theme identified in the study.
Grim Outlook
Millennials gave their opinion on how they feel about firms and their perception about
firms. Some mentioned that firms treat customers well and that they like the relationships that
firms provide, while others stated that firms need to be more convenient, accessible, and need to
advertise more (Table 57).
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Millennials did offer up their opinions on what they thought the future of tax would look
like. In doing so, it appears that many millennials have a grim outlook on the future of tax
preparation, firms, and tax professionals. To start with their outlook on tax preparation, eleven of
the fifteen (73%) state that they believe the future of tax preparation will move more toward
online, be more technologically advanced, and become more automated. Six of the fifteen (40%)
mentioned that they believe political changes will change the future of tax prep and one offered
that it may even eliminate the need to file (Table 58).
Since seventy-three percent (73%) believe that tax preparation will move more online and
will become more automated, millennials were asked if they believe firms can compete with
COTS and SAAS software going forward. Eleven out of the fifteen (73%) millennials claim that
firms will need to change what they are currently doing in order to compete with COTS and
SAAS software moving forward. With that, only four of the fifteen (27%) millennials think that
firms can compete with their current business model (Table 59).
The next question dove in a little deeper and asked the millennials if they felt that tax
professionals would be phased out eventually by COTS and SAAS software. Eight of the fifteen
(53%) state that tax professionals will not be phased out, while six (40%) claim that they will be
phased out at some point. Three of the six who claim that tax professionals will phase out agreed
that it would not be in the near future but would be eventually. One (7%) of the participants said
that they did not know if they would be or not and were unsure. For those that believed that the
tax professionals would remain in business, many of them felt that they will still have work to
do, but it may be different from what they are currently doing (Table 60).
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The millennials offered these comments about tax professionals potentially phasing out in
the future:
“I don't think so, because big brands are great and all, but some people appreciate
the value of customer service and stuff, which you don't get as much, going through online
software.”
“I would find it hard to believe that it would completely phase them out, so I'm
gonna have to say they would still have something to do.”
“I think they'll always have something to do, even if it's just related to the online
software….we need people who understand all the crazy that is tax law….even the software
people, they can't do it without the CPA's input and help, so they'll always be needed in
some aspect.”
“There's always going to be people that don't want to do it (prepare their taxes),
so I think there'll always be a place for people to do somebody's work for them.”
“I think a lot is going to depend on how our political system evolves.”
“CPAs…. they’ll phase out.”
“I think a lot of them are going to be phased out, I honestly do.”
“…. the mom and pops, I don't know if they're going to be able to survive. I honestly
don't.”
“Maybe, over time, but I don't think it'll be the immediate future, because I think
they still have a lot of business customers.”
“Oh, it's going to be years and years…. it’s going to take some time, but I think
eventually they're going to be phased out.”
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Disconnects Between Small Firms and Millennials
While the findings reported prior on firms and millennials are important, identifying and
discussing the disconnects between the two groups may be the most valuable information. There
were two key emerging ideas centered on the potential disconnect, which are misconceptions and
awareness. Before diving deep into the disconnects between the two groups, partners offered up
what characteristics and differences they have seen between the older and younger clients in their
business. As the prior literature stated, millennials are different from the older generations that
came before them. Their preferences, behaviors, and expectations are much different. During the
interviews, the partners were asked to describe the characteristics that they have witnessed from
millennials.
Table 61: Firm Partner Comments about Millennials
Millennial comments from firm partners

CPA 1 CPA 2 CPA 3 CPA 4 CPA 5 CPA 6 CPA 7 CPA 8 CPA 9 CPA 10 CPA 11 CPA 12

Millennials put their personal life in front of employer X
Difficult to employ
Want firms to prove they can embrace technology
Lack of motivation
X
More care-free, just see what happens
Demanding
Lacking work ethic
More complaints
Inexperience

X
X
X

X
X
X
X

X
X

X
X

Comments such as demanding, unmotivated, inexperienced, and care-free are common
stereotypes that millennials are labeled with. Knowing what firms think of millennials can create
some insight as to why they may not want to pursue them as clients.
Table 62 summarizes the disconnects between the two groups. Following the table, a
deeper discussion of the disconnects is presented.
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Table 62: Summary of Disconnects Between Firms and Millennials
Topic
Quantitative Factor

Millennial
60% claimed they are
willing to pay $200+

Relationships

Value relationships
and want to build
trust

Low-Value

Awareness

Firm
42% charge $300 or
less for simple
individual return (or
minimum); 58% less
than $400

75% of partners
specifically
mentioned that they
are not in the market
to compete with
COTS and SaaS and
the MMTS stores, as
they target different
clients
Loyal to those who
Millennials without
make them feel
small businesses are
special, welcome, and low-value clients and
accepted
not worth their time
80% of COTS and
SaaS users unaware
of firm as tax
preparation option

Market by word-of
mouth, network at
chamber of
commerce events and
rotary clubs

Implication
The gap between
what millennials are
willing to pay and
what firms charge as
a minimum are not
too far apart
Millennials willing to
pay more for
relationships and
peace of mind as
price is not main
factor; value time

May grow into more
complex tax situation
which could lead to
long-term, high-value
client and referrals
Firms do not reach
millennials with their
current marketing
strategy

Misconceptions
There are a couple of misconceptions between firms and millennials that will be
addressed in this section. Value was mentioned as an important factor on both the firm side and
the millennial side. Firms add intangible value while millennials value their time. While the
researcher previously reviewed the qualitative factors of value, one aspect that was not discussed
is the quantitative form of value. The quantitative amount for value from the firm perspective
looks at how much a firm normally charges for an individual tax return, or their minimum
charge. The range that the firms listed as their minimum for personal tax returns was $235 $500. The partners had the following to say regarding their minimum charges.
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Table 63: Average Firm Charge (or Minimum) for Individual Tax Return
Average cost (or minimum) for individual tax return

CPA 1 CPA 2 CPA 3 CPA 4 CPA 5 CPA 6 CPA 7 CPA 8 CPA 9 CPA 10 CPA 11 CPA 12

$235
$300
$400
$450
$475 X
$500

X

X
X

X

X
X

X
X

X

X

X

Nine partners (75%) specifically mentioned that they are not in the market to compete
with COTS and MMRP software and the MMTS stores, as they target different clients. While
that may be true, the door is open for firms to go after those clients. In discussing pricing, and
since cost was an issue with some of the millennials, the researcher asked the millennial
participants how much they currently pay for their preparation method. The COTS and MMRP
users paid anywhere from $40 to over a $100. Only two of the ten (20%) COTS and MMRP
software users claimed their tax return was free. Eight of the ten (80%) COTS and MMRP users
paid above $40.
Table 64: Millennial Cost for COTS or SaaS Tax Preparation
How much do you pay for online
Free
Copy of return, $20
Cheap, at least $40 or more
$40
$45
$75
$80

Mill 1 Mill 2 Mill 3 Mill 4 Mill 5 Mill 6 Mill 7 Mill 8 Mill 9 Mill 10 Mill 11 Mill 12 Mill 13 Mill 14 Mill 15
X
X

X
X
X
X
X

X

X
X

X

Regarding CPA firm pricing, the three millennials who use a small CPA firm were
charged $250 and $350, with one response not knowing how much it is because their parent pays
for it. For the two MMTS store users, those millennials paid $103 and somewhere around $140.
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Table 65: Millennial Cost for Firm and MMTS Tax Preparation
How much do you pay for firm or chain store

Mill 1 Mill 2 Mill 3 Mill 4 Mill 5 Mill 6 Mill 7 Mill 8 Mill 9 Mill 10 Mill 11 Mill 12 Mill 13 Mill 14 Mill 15

Varies, normally more than $100, usually $140
$103
$250
$350
Don't know, Parent pays for it

X
X
X
X
X

Now that firm pricing what millennials currently pay has been noted, the researcher also
reviewed what millennials value in quantitative terms by looking at what amount they would be
willing to pay. During the interviews, millennials were asked how much they would be willing to
pay for their individual tax return if they knew it was done correctly, and that they would have
the peace of mind knowing that they always received the best outcome possible given their tax
situation every year. Millennials truly value peace of mind and mentioned many times
throughout the interviews that they peace of mind was important to them. It appears that many
are willing to pay for that peace of mind, as the millennials mentioned paying an extra $25 up to
$550. One of the small business owners and the participant that was a contractor claimed that
they would be willing to pay up to $1,000. Three millennials did not mention specific dollar
amounts but claimed they would be willing to pay a lot. Specifically, nine (60%) participants
claimed they would pay more than $200, and another claimed “a lot”. Their responses about
what they are willing to pay are below:
“Can you put a dollar amount on convenience? That's the question.”
“I mean I really don't care. I'm willing to pay whatever just to make sure that I do
my taxes right…. for peace of mind.”
“A lot. I don't know (a specific number).”
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Table 66: How Much Millennials are willing to Pay for Tax Preparation
How much would you pay to know taxes are done accurately Mill 1 Mill 2 Mill 3 Mill 4 Mill 5 Mill 6 Mill 7 Mill 8 Mill 9 Mill 10 Mill 11 Mill 12 Mill 13 Mill 14 Mill 15
Whatever if it is done right
A lot
Can you put a dollar amount on convenience / time
Don't know
15% of my refund
$100 per hour
$125
$150
$200
$250
$300
$500
$500 - $550
$1,000* (small business owner / contractor)

X
X

X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X

X

X
X
X

X

X
X

X

Based on the results, it appears that millennials are willing to pay more for peace of mind,
knowing that someone with tax knowledge prepared their taxes. Most of the millennials
interviewed claimed they would be willing to pay more, and the gap between what they are
willing to pay and what firms charge as a minimum are not far apart. However, pricing is an
issue, as millennials want upfront pricing. Price transparency is important to millennials, as noted
in the statements below.
“The only thing that would really make me switch…. maybe a difference in the
fee….and knowing the actual price ahead of time.”
“There's not usually flat rates.”
“Some people are uninformed, you know, how the prices work.”
When reviewing the results for firms, intangible value was one of the themes that
emerged. Intangible value firms provide included knowledge, teaching and learning, trust, and
relationships. Firms do believe in building relationships, and they rely on those relationships to
spread word of mouth and to gain and retain clients on a long-term basis. One place where there
is a disconnect with the firms and the millennials is the significant importance and impact of
relationships, and the lack of relationships that have built between the two groups. As reported in
the literature review, millennials truly want to feel a connection and build relationships, and they
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are very loyal. One area where there is a gap is that firms do not even reach out to the millennial
age clients or attempt to embrace them as clients. For example, firms were asked about how
concerned they were about gaining the average millennial client, and many partners felt that it
would not affect their business much at all and many claimed that they do not even target or want
that type of client.
“…. that's not our market.”
“They were never our clients.”
“They don't need a CPA for an individual tax return unless they have a business.”
“They're (millennials) gonna use a quick, get it done, get it out kind of a thing.”
Prior research, and as noted in the literature review, showed that millennials are
very loyal and are willing to stick it out with someone they trust, even if the price is more
(Ordun, 2015). Millennials place a significant amount of value in relationships and are loyal to
their family, friends, co-workers, and communities (Hira, 2007). The loyalty also extends to
purchasing their products, as they tend to be more loyal to those companies where they feel
welcome and accepted, that treat them well, and make them feel special (Satinover, Raska, &
Flint, 2015; Bilgihan, 2016). Some quotes from the millennial interviews are below, which
discuss the importance of loyalty and relationships.
“…. obviously, you're going to want somebody that you're going to build that
relationship, that rapport, and that's been important then and it'll be important.”
“Somebody that I would build a relationship with, and I would grow to trust them,
and their suggestions.”
“It gives you a sense of comfort. You don't have to too much worry about it.
Especially, with somebody you trust.”
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Awareness
One of the more surprising themes that appeared in the results of the millennials was the
lack of awareness. Eight of the ten (80%) COTS and MMRP software users were not even aware
that a CPA firm was an option to get their taxes done, and only six of the fifteen (40%)
mentioned a CPA firm as an option, with half of those currently using a firm. If you remove the
three firm users, which leaves the twelve participants who use COTS and MMRP software (ten
users) or MMTS stores (two users), only three of them (25%) were aware of CPA firms. Those
numbers are very low, and awareness is certainly an issue. Making millennials aware can
certainly make a difference, as those who do use firms had great things to say.
“I mean if you were to get audited, it's good to have a CPA firm doing your stuff,
because they can help you…. knowing that you've got people behind you if something were
to happen with the IRS.”
“They'll tend to take the extra step.”
“They're really driven to help because they know all of the science better…. with a
smaller company they're so much more tight-knit and personal.”
The disconnect between firms and millennials is certainly huge and not much is currently
being done to bridge the gap. To echo what was reported in the results for firms, all twelve
partners mentioned word of mouth as their number one way to attract new clients. Other
marketing efforts were local chambers of commerce, rotary clubs, bonding agent referrals, and a
website. Based on the current marketing efforts of firms, none (or very little) of those efforts
would expose them to millennial clients. Many of the firms also mentioned that they have no
changes planned and do not plan to do anything specific to attract the younger clients.
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To see how millennials currently make decisions on their tax preparation method, they
were asked how they chose their tax preparation method. Nine of the ten COTS and MMRP
software users (90%) relied heavily on advertising and friend referrals. Two of the three firm
users (67%) mentioned they chose a firm because their parents went there, with the other (33%)
mentioning a mentor/friend works at the firm they use. One of the MMTS store users mentioned
visibility and being close by (convenience), while the other stated close by (convenience) and
reputable (knew them from advertising).
Table 67: Millennial Awareness to Choose COTS or SaaS
How did you choose online software

Mill 1 Mill 2 Mill 3 Mill 4 Mill 5 Mill 6 Mill 7 Mill 8 Mill 9 Mill 10 Mill 11 Mill 12 Mill 13 Mill 14 Mill 15

Advertising
Referral / Friend
Prior positive experience

X

X

X
X

X

X

X
X

X
X

X

Table 68: Millennial Awareness to Choose Firm or MMTS
How did you choose CPA firm / chain

Mill 1 Mill 2 Mill 3 Mill 4 Mill 5 Mill 6 Mill 7 Mill 8 Mill 9 Mill 10 Mill 11 Mill 12 Mill 13 Mill 14 Mill 15

Parents went there
Reputable
Friendly
Saw them (visibility)
Close by
Mentor / Friend

X

X
X
X

X
X
X
X

Millennials are technologically driven and rely heavily on social media, reviews, and
advertising to be made aware. Of course, firms cannot spend large amounts of money on
advertising like the MMTS stores and COTS and MMRP software programs. Therefore,
marketing efforts need to be more concentrated. Millennials offered the following advice for
firms:
“Be more accessible. You know, I don't know where there's one in this area. I don't
know where there's any CPA firms.”
“They could come here (to campus), and maybe have like a workshop or a session
or something, so we know who they are.”
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“Go back to advertising…. branding your logo. Social media would work…. show
your ads….so maybe Facebook.”
“They <COTS and MMRP software> sent me an email, and I heard a lot of people
saying online software, and I saw their ad. Maybe firms could do the same.” <company
name redacted by researcher>
“I understand it's hard to compete with the online…. they’re in your face, so
advertising is a huge part of it.”
“You're going to have to come up with different ways to advertise.”

Limitations
This project is limited as the sample size of CPAs was taken from the metro Atlanta area,
and the sample of millennials was taken from one university in the south metro Atlanta. The
researcher excluded millennials who did not have jobs and those who have never filed a tax
return on their own, as the grounded theory approach calls for participants to experience the
process. Our conclusion cannot be generalized for all millennials, for all firms, or for all
geographic locations. In addition, the CPA partner participants in this study were interviewed
during tax season, so that may have limited their time and depth of the interviews. The CPA
partners may have been more engaged and provided further details if it was not their busy
season. Although the millennials came from one university, the average student age at that
university was twenty-nine years of age, which fell within the heart of the millennial age range.
However, opinions and preferences may vary among millennials who are working professionals,
attend different size colleges and universities, and those with no college education. More
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background information could be collected to determine their exposure and background to the
topic.

Managerial Implications
Competition for firms has increased tremendously with the age of technology. The ease,
convenience, and availability of COTS and SaaS tax programs have progressed significantly,
making it even more difficult for firms. Decades ago, there also were not tax preparation stores
on every corner either. In today’s world of convenience, individuals now can go grocery
shopping, pick up their medicine, purchase a big-screen television, eat lunch, get the oil changed
in their automobile, and get their tax return completed all in one location. While COTS and SaaS
software has help features and now has someone available to answer questions, the firm must use
their reputation and customer service relations to differentiate themselves from their online
counterparts. Firms must use their trust, relationships, and loyalty to attempt to gain a
competitive advantage over their competition.
Millennials have different preferences than past generations when it comes to tax
preparation, so firms need to find ways to meet millennial wants and needs as millennials are the
largest working generation and are the firm’s future clients. The hope is that this paper shed
insight on millennial preferences, so firms can understand what they are going to face soon, as
the millennial generation continues to become more and more of the firm’s client base.
Intangible value is an area where firms can separate themselves from their competitors, as
the face-to-face interaction and relationships have a value that is different than online tools. The
confidence level of millennials to prepare their own taxes is low, which opens the door for tax
preparers to swoop in and rescue these potential younger clients, as millennials are willing to pay
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more for peace of mind. The COTS and SaaS users are unsure in their accuracy, so it appears
they need help. The question is who is going to take the time to save them. Time is a valuable
resource, and CPA firms should capitalize on their expertise.
While firms have been complacent and continue to adopt the same outdated business
model that are decades old, firms must snap out of the old way of thinking and change the way
they do business. Marketing strategies and technology use should be on a firms’ radar. With
technology at the forefront of essentially every industry, firms are at cross-roads where they need
to decide on how they want to proceed. The client list at firms is aging, and so are the partners.
Finding excuses and delaying the inevitable is not a good idea, especially with the rapid changes
in technology and an aging population. Creating a succession plan and strategic plan can help
firms stay afloat in a now crowded market.
The complacency of firms in their current marketing efforts to attract clients does not
work for the younger clients according to the millennials interviewed in this study. There are not
many millennials at chamber of commerce events or rotary clubs, so firms need to find new ways
to make younger clients aware of their services. Even for those firms who are trying new
marketing techniques, it is not reaching the millennial population, who will be a large client
market in the coming years. The low number of millennials aware of firms as an option to
prepare their taxes is an area of concern for firms, as millennials are the largest working
generation and the future client base for firms.
While many firms mentioned that most millennials are not their target market, and that
firms do not want to deal with low-value clients, reaching the millennials early is an important
part of the process, as millennials value the relationship and trust factor, and remain loyal if they
are treated well. Millennials are loyal, so getting to them before your competitors is important.
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There is untapped market that firms could potentially explore and build relationships with clients
at an early age. Firms that are willing to branch out and try to obtain these clients may benefit in
the long run, especially as the millennials age and their tax situation becomes more complex.
Investing in low-value clients can feel like a waste of time to many firms and partners, but it
could have a significant impact on the future of the firm as the low-value clients could grow into
long-term, high-value customers.
Even though they may be a low-value client now, building a relationship and trust that
can extend over a long-term period can be beneficial on both sides. As mentioned earlier,
millennials are willing to pay more and they value peace of mind, and building a relationship
early is important to millennials. The one area where firms hold an advantage over all their
competition is the personal relationship factor. Firms need to use that to their advantage as
millennials genuinely care about that. If a firm can establish a relationship with millennial clients
at an early age, millennials are more likely to remain a client with that firm, especially when
their tax situation becomes more complex.
Something as simple as offering ways for millennials to submit their information online,
having set pricing upfront, and making it convenient for a millennial client would go a long way.
Millennials value their time and do not want to make an appointment, drive somewhere, and
wait. One option for firms could be to hire a younger, junior employee to work on the low-value
clients and to help build the relationship with those clients. If the millennial clients are not
complex, then the amount of time a junior employee would spend on a tax return would be low.
If a firm still uses the pricing model of charging by time, then the minimum fee for more simple
returns could be reduced which would be more in line with what millennials are willing to pay.
The fee for a junior person to work on a return for fifteen to twenty minutes and reviewed by a
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partner for ten minutes would be very low cost for the firm, but the firm could still charge
enough to make profits. More importantly, it would build relationships and trust with clients who
could grow into small business owners or customers that are more complex in the future.
Firms should also consider workshops, presentations, and other similar efforts to attract
younger clients. College campuses are full of entrepreneurs and those who have small business
ideas but need specific guidance. That is one area where firms can help and make themselves
known. Building relationships with business schools and opening the door for internships can
also raise awareness. Internships at firms do not necessarily have to be only accounting majors.
There is nothing wrong with a firm hiring a marketing major to help build, launch, and maintain
cheap and free advertising to get their name out there. Thinking outside the box and having a
millennial focus on marketing to their peers would not hurt.
In addition, firms could collaborate with small business development centers at
universities, which may lead to more exposure. Universities have business competitions, elevator
pitch competitions, and executive-in-residence programs where can become involved. Those are
just a few ideas and suggestions where firms could market to the younger generation clients and
attempt to build solid relationships at an early age. Firms rely very heavily on word of mouth,
and some of the students that remember your name could pass that information along to their
peers, family members, etc. Many of the smaller, commuter colleges and universities have a
higher average student age, which still reaches the millennial population. Competition is only
going to get more intense, and it is going to be harder to convince younger potential clients to
utilize the services that firms can provide. They are loyal and value relationships, so getting to
them early is key.
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The millennial also believes that the future is dim for firms and believe that many firms
cannot compete with COTS and SaaS software given their current business model. This could be
due to the lack of awareness factor, and they just do not understand what firms do.
While the future is hard to predict, change is coming, and firms must adapt to the
changing environment to stay in business or competition could continue to take market share.
Firms do need to have plans to offer new services, attract new clients, and prepare for increased
competition, as COTS and SaaS are continually improving their product. Competing with low
cost, convenience, and factors outside of the firm’s control is a cause for concern. At what point
do firms stop ignoring the competition? Hopefully they do not wait until it is too late.

Contribution
While millennials are labeled with certain stereotypes, they are now the largest working
generation so firms would be wise to adjust business practices to serve millennial preferences, as
opposed to the other way around. To stay in business, firms need to change their way of dealing
with clients and adjust to fit the needs of the newer generation clients. Kirchenbauer and Jones
(2018) stated “we believe the key to being successful with this demographic group (millennials)
is to deliver a simpliﬁed, technology-enabled, education-focused, valuable offering that ﬁts the
needs of the client, rather than just trying to replicate the same experience our older clients
receive.” Firms must shed the complacency they are saturated with and should be willing to
share the intangible value they bring to the table and build those relationships early with clients,
even if they are considered low-value for now. The future is unpredictable, and technology is
wreaking havoc in many different industries. CPAs are not immune to automation, political
changes, and competition. As Christensen and Diehl (1997) mention in their book, The
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Innovator's Dilemma: When New Technologies Cause Great Firms to Fail, ignoring competition
and being complacent is a recipe for disaster for companies who are not prepared. CPAs have
been the market leaders for years, but new competitors have changed the landscape of tax
preparation and firms must take their competition head on and fight back to regain market share.
This study also points out potential disconnects between the two groups. The lack of
awareness and visibility of firms is certainly an issue with millennials. Millennials interviewed
for this study believe that firms are in danger, while firms think they are fine. Firms rely on small
businesses for revenues, but what happens if millennials do not go into trades anymore, as one
partner mentioned they have seen. The lack of future direction, such as poor succession planning,
slow to deal with technological changes, and attempting to compete with cheap, convenient,
easy-to-use software using an outdated business model is not a strong strategic plan for firms. As
Christensen and Diehl (1997) mentioned, when the market leaders feel an inferior competitor
enters the market, the market leaders tend to ignore the competitor as the new competition
increasingly becomes stronger and stronger as they are constantly improving their product.
Consistent with Christensen and Diehl (1997) and as seen in the IRS data over the last decade,
the COTS and MMRP software has done well in the individual tax market.

Future Research
A future research project could be a quantitative study expanding the footprint into other
geographic regions and looking at data such as demographics, education, race, gender, etc. In
addition, with a large percentage of millennials computing taxes on their own, and many of them
not having much confidence in their accuracy, a future research project could measure their
ability to accurately compute a tax return. This would allow an opportunity to see how many are
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computing their taxes properly and help gauge and measure whether they should seek
professional guidance going forward. A third study area for future research would be to conduct
a longitudinal study on firm’s ability to attract new millennial clients by offering more
streamlined, online services, and lowering their fees for more simple returns.
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Appendix A: Semi-Structured CPA Interview Questions
1. Tell me about the services your firm offers.
2. How important are tax services to your firm?
3. How has your mix of clients and services changed over time (over last 10 years…)?
4. How do you think your mix of services and clients will change over the next 5, 10, 20
years?
5. How concerned are you about these changes?
6. What changes are you planning to address your concerns?
7. What successes have you enjoyed in new clients or services?
8. Describe your current marketing strategy.
9. Describe the firm’s average client.
10. How much of the firm’s business is from millennial customers today?
11. How do you think millennials will impact your firm?
12. What plans do you have to address the impact millennials will have on your firm?
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Appendix B: Semi-Structured Millennial Interview Questions
1. Describe your preferred characteristics when choosing a service provider.
2. Why do you file your taxes?
3. Describe the process you used in preparing your taxes?
4. Tell me why you chose X method to prepare your tax return.
5. What do you find most challenging about preparing taxes?
6. What other options are available to you to prepare your taxes?
7. What about the other options to prepare your taxes do you like or dislike?
8. Tell me what would make you switch from X preparation method to Y preparation
method.
9. What is the value in someone else preparing your taxes?
10. How much is it worth to you to have someone else prepare your taxes?
11. What value is a CPA to you (if applicable)?
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